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Introduction  
 

The objectives of the High Street Improvement Study are: 

1. To promote a strong sense of place, recognising social economics providing a distinct and positive 

identity which respects the historic environment and character of Leatherhead. 

2. Create a design solution for the High Street that enhances and protects the economic viability of the 

Street and its contribution to the local economy and the Transform Leatherhead Project. 

3. To design the public realm to address issues of highway safety and reduce opportunities for crime and 

anti-social behaviour within the context of good urban design principles. 

4. To ensure that the quality of public realm provision can be sustained in the long term and through 

efficient and effective maintenance and management. 

5. Value the contribution of High Street businesses and champion Leatherhead High Street as a source of 

civic pride and local identity. 

 

High Streets are changing due to a number of factors and it has been a difficult few years for the retail 

market. Many well-known brands have gone into administration and disappeared from the High Street. 

New technologies are driving and reinforcing a change in shopping habits.  

Leatherhead is not immune to these challenges and regeneration is a key part of the Transform 

Leatherhead vision. A property market review was undertaken as part of the Transform Leatherhead 

Masterplan in 2015. This concluded that the general demand for retail accommodation in Leatherhead 

remained low, largely due to the following:  

• The perception that there is a small market and competition from local centres;  

• Insufficient range of unit sizes;  

• Poor retailer mix – limited fashion retailing, no aspirational retailers; and  

• Lack of existing footfall. 

 
Since the Masterplan was adopted in 2016, Church Street public realm has been improved and Waitrose 

has opened on Church Street which is an aspirational retailer.  

The economic data for the High Street Improvement Study has been drawn from the Local Data Company 

(LDC) online and a market positioning report for Leatherhead town centre, as well as other market towns 

for comparison purposes. Arcadis has undertaken a connectivity, public realm and movement study for 

Leatherhead town centre. The study area includes the High Street, North Street and the top end of Bridge 

Street; and is illustrated in Appendix 1.  
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Leatherhead Town Centre Economic Viability 

(Source: Local Data (March 2017) 

Classification Mix  

The classification mix in Leatherhead has stayed fairly static over the last 7 years. There has been a slight 

decline compared to the 2013 classification mix, with a reduction in leisure (e.g. cinema, restaurants, sports 

etc.) and comparison (stores where people compare products before buying e.g. electronics store) and an 

increase in service (consumer orientated stores offering a service directly to a customer) and convenience 

(stores that sell products needed on a daily basis e.g. off licences) units.  The reduction in comparison retail 

units echoes the national trend due to the growth in online shopping.  

Classification Mix  2019 
% Diff Range between 

2013-2019 

Convenience  7.20% 1.80% 

Comparison  26.40% 2.60% 

Service  37.60% 3.20% 

Leisure  24.00% 2.20% 

Miscellaneous  4.80% 2.00% 

 

Vacancy Rates  

The study area for the High Street Improvement Study is defined in Appendix 1. The vacancy rate within 

this area, which encompasses a section on Bridge Street, North Street and Church Street as well as the 

length of High Street, is 8.4% as at February 2019. If the wider Leatherhead Town Centre is considered, the 

vacancy rate increases to 10%. This is lower than the average South East town centre vacancy rate of 10.4% 

and the national vacancy rate of 12.7%. The eastern end of the High Street does have a higher vacancy rate 

than the western end and this is consistent with the footfall figure being significantly lower for the eastern 

end of the High Street from the survey data undertaken by Arcadis in February 2019.  

Although the vacancy rate is lower than the national average there has been some turbulence within 

Leatherhead. The overall vacancy rate has fluctuated by 3.2% between 2013 and 2019. The leisure 

classification has seen the largest increase in vacancy rates from 2.9% in 2013 to 11.8% in 2019. This is due 

to the relatively small number of units in the area, and equates to an increase of only 3 vacant units. 

Closures  

In 2014-2019 the biggest fall by category was Cafes & Fast Food where there were several closures of 

independent cafes and takeaway establishments on High Street and Bridge Street. 

Restaurants also saw a net fall in units with Cleaver - a subsidiary of the parent company Prezzo – being 

one of the multiples that closed in this category.  

Comparison retail dominates the list of closures with a net decline, with 7 of the 13 declining categories in 

this classification.  

 



  June 2019  

Report Author: Stacey Capewell Transport Strategy Project Manager    
Leatherhead High Street Improvement Study  

Major Openings  

The biggest names to open in Leatherhead 2014-2019 are Waitrose, Boots Opticians, Poundland and 

Vodafone. The opening of Waitrose shows the town is able to attract national aspirational brands, and 

endorses the presence of affluent shoppers in the catchment. 

Boots opened a second site (Boots Opticians) in the town in the last five years, showing the capacity of the 

town to support two Boots sites with the Opticians already having a concession in the Boots Chemist store. 

The arrival of the discount store Poundland shows that Leatherhead has a mix of affluence groups and 

therefore a wide range of retailers could come in to the area. 

Other openings  

Skoops and Preto (leisure and service uses) have opened on Church Street. This shows the public realm 

improvements have had a positive impact on the local retail and economic attraction.   

Major Closures  

Phones 4u closed in Leatherhead when the company entered administration and closed all of their stores. 

There was also the closure of Car Phone Warehouse which has been closing or merging many of their stores 

nationally. Halifax was one of the other multiples that closed in the area but this follows the country’s trend 

of High Street Banks closing many of their units in recent years. Halifax was incorporated into the Lloyds 

Bank Group and there is already a Lloyds Bank in Leatherhead so two separate stores were not required. 

Clintons Cards closed one of their stores in Leatherhead but reopened in a different location in the town. 

This is a positive sign as they were willing to refit and spend money on opening a new store. 

Other closures  

Barton’s Bookshop closed in 2019 as a result of retirement. This has been offset by the opening in March 

of Book Potato.   

Eden Florist closed in 2018. McColl’s is closing in October 2019, and the Post Office is seeking alternative 

premises at present. 

Health Index  

The LDC Health Index assesses the health of 3000 locations (including 700 shopping centres and 1,149 retail 

parks) across the UK. It combines 12 variables which are deemed key in evaluating the performance and 

attractive of the location. The latest figures available are from 2018 as a full economic year. The variables 

are: 

- Catchment size  

- Catchment spending power 

- Vacancy rates 

- Persistent vacancy  

- Department store presence  

- Anchor retailers present  

- Anchor retailers arriving in the last 12 months  

- Anchor retailers leaving in the last 12 months 
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- Competing centres score  

- The dwell time 

- Cinema presence  

- Charity shop presence  

Each variable is allocated points with the total scores ranging from 71 to -44 for the various areas reviewed. 

These scores where then normalised so each location had a rating between 1 and 10 (1 being very weak 

and 10 being very strong). The LDC information provides a health index figure and a health score figure. 

The health score will considerably vary for all location as it considers 12 different variable which results in 

a large range of scoring. However, the LDC attribute a health index to each location based on the health 

score to allows for places to become comparable within a 1-10 health index rating.  

The LDC retail scoring system is a methodology used to quantify characteristics to support economic 

evidence and create forecasts. Leatherhead had an above average health score for a town centre in 2014, 

at 15 it was nearly three times the South East average (5.4) and nearly five times the GB average (3.6). 

However, the Health score has fluctuated from 4, three years ago to 7 twelve months ago and is currently 

8.  

Health Index (Leatherhead high street)        

Current 
Health Index 

Current 
Health Score 

Health Index 
12 Months 

ago 

Health Score 
12 Months 

ago 

Health Index 
36 Months 

ago 

Health Score 
36 Months 

ago 

6 8 6 7 5 4 

 

The current Health score of 8 is still above the South East regional (5.3) and GB average (3.6) for the same 

year. The main factors causing the drop from 2014 are an increase in vacancy rates, persistent vacancy, a 

decrease in average earnings in the catchment area and a fall in the number of leisure units.  

Leatherhead Economic Viability Conclusions  

The main conclusions outlined for Leatherhead Town Centre are: 

 Fall in the LDC health score since 2014 from 15 to currently 8 with fluctuations showing instability.  

 The Health score has fluctuated from 4, three years ago to 7 twelve months ago and is currently 8. 

This is due to Waitrose opening; an anchor retailer which is a variable included within the Health 

scoring system. 

 The retail mix is low compared to the regional average and reducing year on year. 

 Significant increase in leisure vacancy rates since 2013 (+8.9%). 

 Only four categories of retailers saw an increase in units over the last 5 years as retailers 

consolidate portfolios. 

 National chain retailers consolidating could impact Leatherhead significantly as it has an above 

average percentage of national chains when compared with the GB average. 

The strengths and opportunities for the future of Leatherhead are outlined as: 
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 The current vacancy rate (10% based on LDC figures) is lower than the GB (11.1%) and South East 

(10.4%) average.  

 Waitrose opened in 2017 which shows aspirational brands will invest in Leatherhead. This should 

attract other aspirational brands should acceptable sized units become available or are made 

available via regeneration. 

 Boots currently has two separate stores which show that historically the stores have been 

performing well. 

 Undersupply of comparison, convenience and leisure units when compared to the classification mix 

of the South East shows there is opportunities for new local businesses in these areas. 

 Vacancies in both retail and leisure provide opportunities for local businesses to enter the market 

with low levels of competition.  

 Recent new openings of Skoop and Preto show service and leisure uses are opening in the town, 

primarily on Church Street, which had a public realm improvement in 2016. This shows public realm 

improvements can be a catalyst for changing the local retail and economic outlook.  
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Economic Viability Comparison Assessment  

A range of different comparable market towns have been assessed for economic viability using the LDC 

information.  

This is to offer some comparisons to other similar towns, which are all affected by the same High Street 

challenges as Leatherhead. The chosen market towns characteristics are outlined with Leatherhead for 

comparison purposes and can be assessed in line with the Arcadis proposed short and long term options.  

No one market town is exactly the same as any other as there are a lot of varying characteristics that make 

a market town, as each situation is unique. Each market town comparison summaries the characteristics 

that have been reviewed, assessing these to Leatherhead, and explains why the particular market town has 

been chosen.  

The current retail market is very unstable and traders are having to become more efficient to be 

competitive. It is therefore difficult to predict the future of Leatherhead economically, however, the 

redevelopment of the Swan Centre and improvements to the High Street and public realm should increase 

the attraction for the type and mix of retailers and also shoppers to increase and importantly retain footfall. 

There is strong evidence to show that other market towns are maintaining their health index by prioritising 

sustainable modes of transport, improving the function of the town centre as social meeting places through 

public realm and place making improvements. These aspects are all included in the objectives of the 

Leatherhead High Street Improvement Study and the Transform Leatherhead vision.   

Comparable market towns included in this Economic Viability report are: 

 Tring in Dacorum Hertfordshire  

 Egham in Runnymede, Surrey  

 Letchworth in North Hertfordshire  

 Romsey in Hampshire 

The comparable markets towns have been assessed in detail based on economic information and highway 

and transport comparables. For information the Office of National Statistic demographic population data 

for the towns, including Leatherhead in included below.  

Population demographic information based on Office National Statistics 2011. 

Town Local 
Authority  

Population Average 
weekly 
earnings 

Unemployme
nt 

Managerial & 
professional 

Leatherhead Mole Valley  86,000 £598 3.1% 44.5% 

Tring Dacorum  151,000 £602 3.6% 46.8% 

Egham Runnymede  85,000 £598 3.4% 48.7% 

Letchworth North 
Hertfordshire  

131,000 £637 3.8% 51.6% 

Romsey Test Valley  120,000 £603 2.9% 50% 
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There were a number of other towns assessed using the LDC information which are typically referred to as 

comparisons for Leatherhead, for example; Horsham, Shoreham, Godalming, Reigate, Epsom etc. However, 

these have been ruled out as they are not economically similar o Leatherhead based on the population 

demographic information, number of units, classification mix or geographical considerations. The individual 

comparisons further explain the reasoning for choosing these market towns.  
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Tring in Dacorum Hertfordshire 

The comparison has been made based on the number, type and mix of units and surrounding population 

demographics which are considered similar to Leatherhead. 

Tring Characteristics Comparison Characteristics for Leatherhead 

Tring is located in close proximity to Aylesbury (10 
miles away) - a cause of footfall leakage. 

Leatherhead is located approximately 10 miles 
from Kingston and 4 miles from Epsom which 
draws away shoppers.  

Tring High Street is the B4635 which is fully open to 
traffic leading to narrow pavements which vary in 
width. 

This is being assessed as a comparison of a 
different access arrangement for a High Street 
compared to Leatherhead.  

Limited on-street parking with approximately 11 on 
street bays offering free 1 hour parking along the 
western end of the High Street shopping area.  

This is being considered given the proposed 
options and parking arrangements as a 
comparison. 

A41 bypasses Tring and offers an alternative route 
for through traffic.   

The A24 bypasses Leatherhead and offers an 
alternative route for through traffic.  

Tring High Street also caters for high frequency bus 
routes; 9 bus routes with buses every 10 minutes 
to Aylesbury 

Leatherhead has 5 bus routes using North Street 
closest to the High Street but these are a minimum 
of 2 an hour at the highest frequency.  

Majority of Tring’s parking is available in council 
controlled off-street car parks which offer 1 hour 
free parking.  

Leatherhead has limited on-street bays on North 
Street which offer 30min restricted parking. The 
High Street operates with unrestricted parking 
between 6pm-8am. 

Tring has approximately 99 units with 70/30 split of 
retail shops and leisure uses. 79% of the shops are 
independents in Tring.  

Leatherhead has 130 units and with the same split 
of retail and Leisure as Tring but only 53% are 
independents.  

The classification mix of comparison, leisure, convenience and service is also very similar with both 
Leatherhead and Tring having the highest number of service units 

Tring has seen an increase in vacant units since 
2018 with 8.1% in retail and leisure and 11.1% in 
retail shops; 9% vacancy total  

10.4% vacancy total in Leatherhead. The leisure 
vacancy rate is 11.8%.  

Tring has a general market every Friday and a 
farmers market fortnightly on a Saturday.  

Leatherhead has a general market on a Thursday 
and Saturday and a monthly craft market on 
Saturday in the Swan Centre. 

LDC Health Index is 7 and has remained static over 
the last 36 months.  

The Health Index is 6 which has remained the same 
over the last 12 months and has increased from 5 
over 36 months ago.  

Dacorum has a population of 151,000 which is 
higher than Leatherhead but with a similar 
employment profile and average weekly earnings.  

Mole Valley has a population of 85,000. There is an 
employment profile of 47% managerial, 37% 
tradesman and 17% sales and average weekly 
earnings of £598.  

 

Health Index (Tring high street)     

Current 
Health Index 

Current 
Health Score 

Health Index 
12 Months 

ago 

Health Score 
12 Months 

ago 

Health Index 
36 Months 

ago 

Health Score 
36 Months 

ago 

7 18 7 22 7 18 
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Conclusions comparing Leatherhead and Tring  

Tring High Street caters for high traffic flows and frequent bus services with car parking predominantly in 

council controlled car parks which offer 1 hour free parking. The health index is 7 and has remained static 

for 3 years, whereas Leatherhead’s Health Index has improved over the last 36 months.  

The retail type and mix of units is very similar to Leatherhead and although the vacancy rate is slightly lower 

in Tring, the comparison offers no evidence to show that this is directly related to parking charges and 

locations give the health indexes are fairly similar. Tring only has approximately 11 on street parking bays 

to the west of the High Street and Leatherhead on street parking along the High Street isn’t legally allowed 

until after 6pm.  

It is possible, based on the comparison information that opening up Leatherhead High Street permanently 

for traffic with or without on-street parking would have limited benefit to footfall and shopping habits.  

The type and mix of retail offer is far more important to attract and retain footfall to a High Street. Tring 

has a much higher % of independent shops compared to Leatherhead which makes it a draw to retain 

shoppers rather than leakage to nearby large retail centres like Aylesbury or out of town shopping areas 

within Hertfordshire. It also needs to be factored that Tring has better and more frequency bus services to 

increase travel mode and frequency to the High Street area. However, the economic viability information 

shows that the retail market overall is struggling despite traffic being allowed up High Street, good bus 

services and free parking for an hour in car parks.  
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Egham in Runnymede Surrey 

The comparison of Leatherhead and Egham has been made based on the number, type and mix of units, 

and similar High Street traffic and parking arrangements to Leatherhead. 

Egham Characteristics Comparison Characteristics for Leatherhead 

Egham is located 2 miles from Staines Upon 
Thames and 6 miles from Windsor - both of which 
would draw away shoppers.  

Leatherhead is located approximately 10 miles 
from Kingston and 4 miles from Epsom  

Egham High Street has a pedestrian zone 11am-
4pm Monday to Saturday. There is one way routing 
with designated on-street parking and loading bays 
outside of these hours and a 20mph limit.  

Leatherhead High Street currently has a pedestrian 
zone 10am-4.30pm with no waiting between 8am-
10am and 4.30-pm-6pm to allow for delivery and 
servicing. The High Street operates one way.  

Designated on-street parking and loading bays are 
available along the High Street when open to 
traffic.  

This is being considered given the proposed 
options and parking arrangements as a 
comparison.  

A30 bypasses Egham and offers an alternative 
route for through route traffic.  Located close to 
the M25.  

The A24 bypasses Leatherhead  

The closest bus stops are at either end of the High 
Street on Church Road serving 7 bus routes with 
buses approx. every 5 minutes to Windsor and 
Staines.  

Leatherhead has 5 bus routes using North Street 
closest to the High Street but these are a minimum 
of 2 an hour at the highest frequency.  

Egham has 30min free restricted parking along the 
High Street in designated spaces 8am-11am and 
4pm-6pm.  

Leatherhead has limited on-street bays on North 
Street which offer 30min restricted parking. The 
High Street operates with unrestricted parking 
between 6pm-8am and disabled parking from 
4.30pm 

The majority of parking provision is in off-street car 
parks which charge £1.30 for 1 hour and £2.50 for 
2 hours. Both Tesco and Waitrose offer 2 hours free 
parking refund for customers.   

The majority of parking is located in off-street car 
parks which are £1 an hour. Sainsbury’s and 
Waitrose both offer parking charge refunds to 
customers; Lidl offers free car parking to 
customers. 

Egham has 117 units with a 75/25 split in retail 
shops and leisure uses. 57% of the shops are 
independents.  

Leatherhead has 130 units and with a 70/30 split in 
retail and leisure units with 52% independent units. 

The classification mix of comparison, leisure, convenience and service is also very similar with both 
Leatherhead and Egham having the highest number of service units 

Egham has an overall vacancy rate of 13.5% 10.4% vacancy total in Leatherhead.  

Egham has a farmers market once a month.   Leatherhead has a general market on a Thursday 
and Saturday and a monthly craft market on 
Saturday in the Swan Centre.  

LDC Health Index is 5- decreasing from 6 a year ago 
and 7 three years ago. The health score has 
significantly reduced over the last 3 years.  

The Health Index is 6 which has remained the same 
over the last 12 months and has increased from 5 
over 36 months ago. 

Runnymede has a population of 86,000 with an 
employment profile similar to Leatherhead and 
average weekly earnings the same as Leatherhead.  

Mole Valley has a population of 85,000. There is an 
employment profile of 47% managerial, 37% 
tradesman and 17% sales and average weekly 
earnings of £598. 
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Health Index (Egham high street)        

Current 
Health Index 

Current 
Health Score 

Health Index 
12 Months 

ago 

Health Score 
12 Months 

ago 

Health Index 
36 Months 

ago 

Health Score 
36 Months 

ago 

5 2 6 9 7 19 

 

Conclusions comparing Leatherhead and Egham  

Egham offers 30min limited free bays along the High Street between 8am-11am and 4pm-6pm which are 

then unrestricted between 6pm-8am. The High Street is pedestrianised 11am-4pm. Egham offers earlier 

(from 4pm) free 30min bays on the High Street compared to Leatherhead High Street which does not allow 

free unrestricted parking Mon-Sat before 6pm (disabled parking is available from 4.30pm).   

Despite the High Street parking being available from 4pm the health index is lower than Leatherhead and 

has been reducing annually. This indicates that offering 30min free bays from 4pm does not necessarily 

have any impact on footfall, or turn footfall into sales, as the economic viability of Egham is much poorer 

with a reducing health index. There is clearly limited retail attraction in Egham to retain footfall from nearby 

town centres, but Egham have a similar level of retail units, classification mix and independent/multiple 

percentage. Egham also has a Tesco and a Waitrose, which opened in 2015; a similar supermarket offer to 

Leatherhead. Since Waitrose opened in Egham, the Health Index has reduced from 7 to 5, whereas in 

Leatherhead Waitrose opening has improved the Health Index from 5 to 6. Anchor retailers are an 

important variable that can improve the health index score.  

The comparison provides a viewpoint that the retail mix, independent/multiple trade share and 

classification of shops in Egham has more of an impact on attracting and retaining footfall compared to 

accessing and car parking arrangements for a High Street. There is little evidence to show that offering 

parking earlier along Leatherhead High Street would have any positive impact on footfall. The average 

weekly earnings and employment profile for Egham is nearly identical to Leatherhead.  

It should be noted that Staines, a leakage town, is only 2 miles from Leatherhead, whereas Epsom is double 

the distance at 4 miles from Leatherhead; however both are not walkable from one another due to the 

M25 barrier. It may be that Egham suffers from significant leakage to Staines, however, Egham has a 

number of, what the LDC term ‘aspirational’ national retailers and free parking, yet is still not performing 

as well as Leatherhead given both have a similar classification and unit mix.  

More importantly, from the information there is clearly no strong evidence to show whether that “footfall” 

from allowing earlier parking along Leatherhead High Street, which Egham does have, would turn into sales 

given that the LDC evidence shows the retail market and offering is the main driver to attract and retain 

footfall. The retail market overall is struggling despite free parking from 4pm along Egham High Street. 
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Letchworth in North Hertfordshire 

The comparison of Leatherhead and Letchworth has been made based on the improvements to the public 

realm in Letchworth and the work that has been undertaken by the Letchworth BID (established in 2014) 

to increase footfall within the town centre. Leatherhead does not appear to have an appetite for a BID but 

this is an example of where investment has been made, by a third party, to improve a town centre.  

Since 2014 there has been improved access and signage into and around Letchworth as well as public realm 

improvements along Leys Avenue and Eastcheap. The BID has also provided training for businesses and 

established a ‘LoveLetchworth’ Brand.   

Letchworth Characteristics Comparison Characteristics for Leatherhead 

Letchworth is located 7 miles from Stevenage and 
13 miles from Luton which draw away shoppers.   

Leatherhead is located approximately 10 miles 
from Kingston and 4 miles from Epsom. 

Letchworth “Eastcheap” high street area operates 
as a restricted zone with no loading at any time 
apart from the signed bays.  

Leatherhead High Street currently has a pedestrian 
zone 10am-4.30pm with no waiting between 8am-
10am and 4.30-pm-6pm to allow for delivery and 
servicing. The High Street operates one way.  

There are a significant number of designated on-
street parking and loading bays along Eastcheap 
and Leys Avenue where the shopping frontages 
are.    

This is being considered given the proposed 
options and parking arrangements as a 
comparison.  

Letchworth has the Garden Square shopping 
centre with 37 units and a 19.5% vacancy rate. The 
health index of the shopping centre is 4 which has 
reduced from 5 approx. 36 months ago.  

Leatherhead has the Swan Centre shopping centre 
with 16 retail units and no vacancies.  

The A1M bypasses Letchworth town centre.  The A24 bypasses Leatherhead  

The closest bus stops are on Gernon Road, The 
Broadway and at Letchworth Station on the 
outskirts of the retail area. There are 3 bus routes 
which operate every 15mins approx.  

Leatherhead has 5 bus routes using North Street 
closest to the High Street but these are a minimum 
of 2 an hour at the highest frequency.  

The restricted on-street bays allow 1 hour free 
parking.   

Leatherhead has limited on-street bays on North 
Street which offer 30min restricted parking. The 
High Street operates with unrestricted parking 
between 6pm-8am and disabled parking from 
4.30pm. 

The majority of car parking is within car parks 
which charge £1.10 for 1 hour and £1.90 for 2 
hours. The car parks are free on Sunday and bank 
holidays. 

The majority of parking is located in off-street car 
parks which are £1 an hour. Sainsbury’s and 
Waitrose both offer parking charge refunds to 
customers; Lidl offers free car parking to 
customers. 

Letchworth has 215 units with an 80/20 split 
between retail shops and leisure uses.  60% of the 
units are independents.  

Leatherhead has 130 units and with a 70/30 split in 
retail and leisure units with 52% independent units. 

Letchworth has the highest number of comparison 
and service units and a low number of 
conveniences stores.  

Leatherhead has the highest number of service 
units with a similar level of comparison and Leisure.   

Letchworth has an overall vacancy rate of 13%.  10.4% vacancy total in Leatherhead.  
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Letchworth has a farmers market once a month 
and ad hoc craft markets.    

Leatherhead has a general market on a Thursday 
and Saturday and a monthly craft market on 
Saturday in the Swan Centre.  

LDC Health Index is 5- decreasing from 6 a year ago 
and 5 three years ago.  

The Health Index is 6 which has remained the same 
over the last 12 months and has increased from 5 
over 36 months ago. 

North Hertfordshire has a population of 131,000 
and an employment with marginally 52% 
managerial profile. The average weekly earnings 
are £637.  

Mole Valley has a population of 85,000. There is an 
employment profile of 47% managerial, 37% 
tradesman and 17% sales and average weekly 
earnings of £598. 

 
 
Health Index (Letchworth high street)      

Current 
Health Index 

Current 
Health Score 

Health Index 
12 Months 

ago 

Health Score 
12 Months 

ago 

Health Index 
36 Months 

ago 

Health Score 
36 Months 

ago 

5 5 6 7 5 1 

 

Conclusions comparing Letchworth and Leatherhead  

The Letchworth BID was set up in 2014 to promote the town centre and acts as a voice for local businesses 

to tackle issues such as footfall and retail offer. Unlike BIDs in most other areas, the Letchworth BID does 

not have to spend money on issues such as vandalism, graffiti, anti-social behaviour or littering, as these 

are already dealt with by the local authorities and the Letchworth Garden City Heritage Foundation. The 

BID focus is solely on the expenditure and effort on items such as promotion, inward investment and tools 

to help the businesses to help themselves. 

However, it is clear from the Health Index that even Letchworth is struggling in the current retail climate. 

Letchworth has a higher vacancy rate compared to Leatherhead, albeit the type of units is different 

although the mix is similar. There are a similar number of independent units in both towns. The town centre 

has a shopping centre similar to Leatherhead. The Garden Square shopping centre is struggling with a high 

vacancy rate even though 1 hour free on-street parking spaces are provided close to the shopping centre 

entrance. 

Letchworth has a wealthier population than Leatherhead but has been chosen for comparison purposes as 

it has the Garden Square shopping centre similar to the context of the Swan Centre and Leatherhead High 

Street. Despite the ‘wealthier’ population this is not reflective of the sales within the Town Centre.  

Even with all the efforts and investment from the BID the health index has lowered within the last 12 

months. The retail market of Letchworth is very similar to Leatherhead, but the town centre is still 

struggling which is clearly a result of the wider challenges being faced by High Street and the retail market 

available to attract and retain footfall. The on-street parking spaces which are free for 1 hour and Eastcheap 

and Leys Avenue being accessible by vehicles all day still led to the health index lowering, which again, 

offers little evidence to show any correlation between accessing, parking and footfall equalling sales.  
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Romsey in Hampshire 

The comparison of Romsey in Hampshire and Leatherhead has been made as Hampshire County Council 

have spent considerable funds within the Town Centre on highway and public realm improvements. A 

Market Town Fund was established by Hampshire County Council in February 2017 to support the diverse, 

complex and crucial role market towns play in driving forward Hampshire’s economic growth. The fund 

aims to support and develop the economic potential and sustainability in Romsey.  

Romsey is one of Hampshire’s distinctive market towns and plays an important role in the local and visitor 

economy, providing cultural and social benefits. The County Council is working with Romsey’s Town Centre 

Project Board, which includes a wide range of local stakeholders, to agree and develop proposals for 

accessibility enhancements which will be complete in summer 2019.  

This economic comparison shows the potential viability for a town centre where investment has been made 

to the highway network and more importantly public realm which has changed the retail make-up and mix 

of the town centre.  

Romsey Characteristics Comparison Characteristics for Leatherhead 

Romsey is located 9 miles from Southampton 
which would be a big draw for shoppers.    

Leatherhead is located approximately 10 miles 
from Kingston and 4 miles from Epsom  

Romsey has a complex network of roads within the 
town centre area which operate as one way and a 
small section of pedestrian zone except for loading. 

Leatherhead High Street currently has a pedestrian 
zone 10am-4.30pm with no waiting between 8am-
10am and 4.30-pm-6pm to allow for delivery and 
servicing. The High Street operates one way.  

Romsey has narrow streets with historical buildings 
of character within the main shopping area.   

Leatherhead also has narrow widths along its 
streets. 

The A27 bypass runs to the south of Romsey  The A24 bypasses Leatherhead to the east and 
south. 

The closest bus stops at the bus station to the south 
of the main shopping streets. These buses travel to 
Southampton approx. every 20mins. There are no 
bus routes along the main shopping streets.   

Leatherhead has 5 bus routes using North Street 
closest to the High Street but these are a minimum 
of 2 an hour at the highest frequency.  

There are no on-street parking bays within the 
town centre road network along the main shopping 
streets only double yellow lines allowing loading 
for a restricted period. There are also some 
dedicated loading bays.   The market place centre 
where the roads converge as a few 30 minute 
restricted bays.  

Leatherhead has limited on-street bays on North 
Street which offer 30 minute restricted parking. 
The High Street operates with unrestricted parking 
between 6pm-8am and disabled parking from 
4.30pm. 

The majority of car parking is within council owned 
car parks which charge 50p for 30mins, 70p for 
45mins and £1 an hour. There are eight car parks in 
Romsey with free parking after 4pm every day and 
parking is free in all car parks all day on Sundays.  

The majority of parking is located in off-street car 
parks which are £1 an hour Monday-Saturday. 
Sainsbury’s and Waitrose both offer parking charge 
refunds to customers; Lidl offers free car parking to 
customers. 

Romsey has 169 units and a 78/22 split in retail 
shops and leisure uses.   65.5% are independent 
units.  

Leatherhead has 130 units and with a 70/30 split in 
retail and leisure units with 52% independent units.  

Romsey has 5% more comparison and 2% more 
service stores compared to Leatherhead. There is 

Leatherhead has the highest number of service 
units with a similar level of comparison and Leisure.   
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3% less leisure stores though and the same level of 
convenience units as Leatherhead.  

Romsey has a very low vacancy rate at 6.9% 10.4% vacancy total in Leatherhead.  

Romsey markets are held every Tuesday, Friday 
and Saturday. Country market is held every 
fortnight. There are also concerts at the bandstand 
every Sunday during the summer.  

Leatherhead has a general market on a Thursday 
and Saturday and a monthly craft market on 
Saturday in the Swan Centre.  

LDC Health Index is 6 which has remained static 
over the last 3 years where other similar towns 
have struggled.  

The Health Index is 6 which has remained the same 
over the last 12 months and has increased from 5 
over 36 months ago. 

Test Valley has a population of 120,000 and an 
employment profile and average weekly earnings 
similar to Leatherhead.  

Mole Valley has a population of 85,000. There is an 
employment profile of 47% managerial, 37% 
tradesman and 17% sales and average weekly 
earnings of £598. 

 

Health Index (Romsey high street)         

Current 
Health Index 

Current 
Health Score 

Health Index 
12 Months 

ago 

Health Score 
12 Months 

ago 

Health Index 
36 Months 

ago 

Health Score 
36 Months 

ago 

6 8 6 9 6 9 

 

Conclusion comparison of Romsey and Leatherhead  

Hampshire county Council is working with Test Valley Borough Council to make Romsey town centre more 

accessible for pedestrians and cyclists and reduce traffic speeds. The improvements will provide residents, 

as well as the many visitors to the area, with a fresh looking town centre that will be easier to navigate on 

foot while in keeping with the town’s historic character. The enhancements have also supported the vitality 

of the market town with frequent events and markets bringing footfall. The local community has been 

taking ownership.  

There are frequent and different markets held and free parking after 4pm and on Sundays in most council 

car parks within Romsey. Health Index at 6 has remained static over the last 3 years, albeit the score has 

reduced by 1 from 9 to 8 over the last 12 months. Many similar market towns have significantly declining 

scores. There is a higher mix of independents compared to Leatherhead and slightly more retail shops 

rather than leisure uses. Most importantly the specific information available shows that the vacancy rate 

in Romsey is much lower than Leatherhead. Romsey has 12 charity shops and 11 estate agents, as well as 

6 opticians and 9 hairdressers, but there is a much higher percentage of independents to draw in shoppers 

which is similar to Tring.  

Romsey is an example where investment in public realm and accessing arrangements along the shopping 

streets, along with markets, bandstand concerts and free parking arrangements can increase the 

attractiveness of the town to retailers. This is to retain businesses and make the centre more attractive for 

business. There are many elements that have required investment and stakeholder support, as well as 

objective prioritisation for pedestrians, cyclists and sustainable modes over vehicles.  
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It is interesting that Romsey has more comparison stores, which wouldn’t necessarily draw shoppers on a 

daily basis compared to service and leisure uses which are higher in Leatherhead. Clearly the number of 

events and improved public realm with meeting places, seating and greenery is an attraction to draw in 

shoppers and reduce leakage, given that Southampton could be a significant draw for leakage.  

Hertfordshire County Council and Test Valley District Council have clearly undertaken an evidence based 

approach, with stakeholder engagement, to formulate a vision for their town centre. This is the same 

approach that Mole Valley District Council has taken, leading to the commission of Arcadis to undertake 

the Leatherhead High Street Improvement Study- to formulate that vision for Leatherhead High Street area.  
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Summary and Conclusion 

An overview of the economic viability of Leatherhead Town Centre has been provided by LDC which shows 

Leatherhead is performing relatively well - despite perceptions. The current vacancy rate is lower than 

other similar market towns and the Swan Centre being 100% occupied is a significant achievement in the 

current economic climate. Waitrose recently opening in Leatherhead also shows that the town is attractive 

to aspirational stores and has increased the Health Index.  

Leatherhead town centre area needs to be viewed on the evidence base provided to address perceptions. 

There are many elements that do require improvement but there is a good foundation in Leatherhead to 

build upon.  

The Housing, Communities and Local Government Committee undertook a recent report in February 2019 

into “High Streets and Town Centres in 2030”. This included recommendations and actions for landlords, 

Central Government, local communities and retailers themselves.  

 

The report recommended that retailers should make an asset of their physical retail space and their staff 

by creating opportunities to interact with customers that cannot be found online. Stores should be well-

stocked with interesting products and could include personal shopping services, advice and consultations. 

Mole Valley District Council has partnered with Clockwork City to provide Digital Skills Training to bricks 

and mortar businesses to capitalise on the use of social media to market their goods and services online. 

This is in line with the report recommendation to retailers. The report also outlined that opening hours 

need to be improved in line with digital age. Store opening hours do not reflect the fact that many people 

need and want to be able to shop at the end of the day after they have left work. If they cannot shop on 

the high street at their convenience, they will shop online or at an out-of-town retail centre instead. 

Retailers should conduct research with shoppers to find out whether their opening hours are meeting 

people’s needs and adjust them in accordance with the results on a local, shop by-shop basis. 

 

It is clear from the benchmarking that having a unique offer to surrounding retail areas is important, the 

mix, type and independent/multiple ratio is more important than the parking or accessing arrangements 

which doesn’t necessarily correlate to increased footfall which can be retained and turned into sales.  

It has been made clear the aspects that have been compared using the various market towns chosen with 

the similarities outlined. Even in those towns with higher managerial positions and higher weekly earnings, 

High Streets and still struggling, regardless of parking and charging schedules.  

This offers some food for thought when considering High Streets and transformation for the future. High 

Streets are complex and require different areas to be aligned. An evidence based approach is the best way 

to provide a support basis for proposing any change. There are many elements that are outside of the 

control of local authorities, but which local authorities can still support.  

The market town comparison has shown that both Romsey and Tring have higher health index scores 

compared to Leatherhead. Tring has a higher level of independent stores and variety of markets which is 

an attraction to reduce leakage to surrounding larger retail towns like Aylesbury which cannot offer the 

unique selling point of a “market town”. The health index in Tring has remained static for the last 3 years, 

given the economic climate this should be viewed positively.  
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Romsey has a higher health index compared to Leatherhead and Hampshire County Council have recently 

invested in improved public realm prioritising pedestrians over vehicles and reducing vehicle speeds to 

create improved connectivity and sustainable movement. There are also many different events as well as 

markets held in Romsey to attract and retain footfall, and that footfall is clearly being turned into sales. 

Romsey also has a higher level of independent stores, similar to Tring, which offers a unique selling point 

compared to surrounding larger towns. Romsey is an example of what the future could hold for 

Leatherhead if similar proposals for improved public realm, events and place-making are successful and 

stakeholders can support a vision that offers flexibility for the future given the uncertainty in the retail 

economy.  

Changes to any High Street need to be flexible to cater for the future of the economic retail market which 

is difficult to predict. Public realm changes can act as a catalyst to improve retail attraction at a more local 

level. This is clear from the 2016 improvements on Church Street. 

The retail market on the High Street is challenging which is evident from the economic information of 

similar market towns. It would seem from the comparisons that having a more unique retail offering as well 

as holding different events to attract and retain footfall, actions from retailers and the local community, is 

important to withstand the economic turmoil. The parking and accessing arrangements do not appear to 

have a strong correlation with increasing and retaining footfall to a market town location. 

If the offer on the ‘High Street’ is unique to surrounding areas and places are created for events, parking 

whether in car parks or on-street makes little difference to the economic viability. This would appear to 

also be the case for accessing arrangements given that the various market towns assessed all have different 

accessing and parking arrangements.  

 


