
REVITALISING EUROPEAN TOWN CENTRES

THROUGH INDEPENDENT RETAIL:

an essential economic and human challenge
for social cohesion and European competitiveness 

EUROPEAN WHITE PAPER



2

A |  Key indicators of the desertion of the town centres

B |  The various factors undermining town centres that 
lead to their desertion have been clearly identifi ed 

C |   A desertion trend that is accelerating in the digital 
era, as a result of a voluntary and decisive change in 
consumer habits 

D |  Major risk: territorial division and its corollary, social 
division

1/  The worldwide crisis reveals a multiple territorial division

2/  The job situation in small and medium-sized towns is 
declining in favour of large towns and cities

3/  The threat represented by the desertion of town centres 

for social relations and its consequences

Current situation: the desertion
of town centres is a problem that

is common to all the European Union 
States and has now been wholly

identi� ed but is inadequately
understood on a European level

A |  Fundamental challenges for Europe: economic, 
social and societal

1/  Return to growth and fi ght against mass unemployment

2/  Reinforcement of social cohesion

3/  Challenges at the crossroads of several societal issues

B |  But the European Union is not suffi ciently equipped 
to deal with these challenges

1/ Absence of global vision

2/   A Community policy focused on trade rather than on retailing

3/ Persistence of national differences

C |  The urgent need for a strong, established European 
policy 

1/  A necessary awareness of the efforts to be made for all 
of the town-centre players

2/   European challenges: integration of vulnerable populations
by means of employment and training, maintaining social 
cohesion and the digital modernisation of society

3/  The necessary broadening of current policies 
to meet real needs

The challenges 
of the revitalisation

of European town centres

6 10

10

10

11

11

12

12

12

13

14

11

12

7

8

9

9

10

11

1

1 2

FOREWORD 

INTRODUCTION 

4

5



3

A |  A favourable context: materialise and get the best 
out of the Pact of Amsterdam

1/ Pact of Amsterdam and Urban Agenda

2/  Calls for projects and European programmes in favour 
of the vitality of town centres

B |  Concerted approaches aiming to promote vitality 
in town centres in the Member States, at all levels

1/ Town-centre management and its tools

2/ A decisive option for the future: Placemaking

3/  The role of retailers and retailers’ federations

Civil society is rallying for the inclusion
of the revitalisation of town centres
in Europe, in the absence of suitable

management in core European policies

A | Set up a European inner-city observatory

1/  Put together a European database of the principal indicators 
of vitality in town centres

2/  Enable a clear diagnostic of the economic trend of a town 
on the basis of criteria shared by all

3/  Use a shared European platform to put the towns’ experiences 
and good practices online for revitalising their town centre

B |  Facilitate the modernisation of shops, towns, and society

1/  Facilitate initial and vocational training of retailers and their 
staff members, in particular as regards digital tools 
and challenges

2/   Smart cities / connected shops: essential infrastructures 
for bearing up against worldwide platforms

3/  Prefer the sustainable development of town centres 
via the circular economy

C |  Innovative proposals shared by all to develop 
local economies

1/ The local multiplier effect

2/  Pollinating businesses: the development of effi cient 
local entrepreneurship

D |  Defi nition of a European policy in favour of town centres
• Towards a global policy 
• Towards a specifi c agenda for retail shops

1/ Simplify regulations 

2/  Encourage the Member States to adopt specifi c measures 
for local shops

3/  Introduce mixed governance when drawing up 
European schemes

4/   Re-evaluate the policy on shop establishment to give priority 
to projects aimed at what already exists

5/  Vote a clear separate budget line in the European Parliament 
for the urban and economic regeneration of town-centre retail 
shops

Prospects 
and proposals

15 21

23

25

27

27

27

17

15
21

22

22

23

23

24

25

26

27

30

30

30

31

16

17

19

20

3 4

Notes are presented at the end of this document.

Conclusion 

List of civil society members who supported 
this European initiative

Sources

32

33

35



4

FOREWORD

By Bernard Morvan, Honorary President of the Fédération Nationale de l’Habillement,  
and member of the European Economic and Social Committee in Brussels  
 

Since 2008, the European Union 
has been in a very unsettling eco-

nomic, social and political situation. 
Ten years later, the spectre of the cri-
sis continues to hang dangerously over 
Europe due to the lack of any efficient 
joint economic and social policy to 
resolve this challenge at Community 
level. This persisting situation leads 
to increasing Euroscepticism among 
populations and States, which has been 
on an upward curve since. 

The retail sector, representing €2.6 tril-
lion in 2011 in turnover in Europe and 
employing 19 million individuals, is one 
of the key economic sectors in Europe1. 
It has been especially affected by both 
the crisis and the profound societal and 
technological changes. The European 
Parliament in its resolution of 2013 
highlighted the fact that “the current 
economic crisis is taking a heavy toll 
on retail, affecting in particular smal-
ler, independent shops”. Indeed, from 
2010 onwards, European town centres 
have suffered considerably from the 
consequences of this multi-factor crisis 
and the gradual desertion of the town 
centres has heightened the impression 
of economic, social, and relational 
uncertainty felt by the population.

In this respect, several reports, studies, 
publications and books have set forth 
recommendations for reversing this 
trend, such as the plan for an urban 
renovation laboratory promoted by 
our Transalpine colleagues from Conf-
Commercio, extremely active in terms 
of standing up for a new model of 
urban development. The Plan Marshall 
pour la Revitalisation des centres-villes 
from the Fédération Nationale de l’Ha-
billement also raised the alarm very 
early on, regarding the considerable 
disappearance of shops throughout the 
whole French territory.

However, faced with the accelera-
tion of the desertion of town centres 
and the difficulty in ensuring that this 
issue is understood globally and effi-
ciently, the sector’s representative 
bodies have decided to submit a joint 
economic, social and political project 
to the EU institutions in favour of the 
revitalisation of town centres through 
independent retailing. This project is 
now shared with internationally known 
experts, members of civil society and 
the public authorities who have taken 
an interest in the file. 

Rejuvenating town centres should be a 
top priority for the European authori-
ties, which must rapidly integrate this 
challenge into their public policies. 
The mobilisation must be powerful, 
coordinated and constant and be disse-
minated by all communication actions 
that commend the crucial role of retai-
ling, guaranteeing social cohesion 
between all categories of populations. 

The common objective must be to 
make our town centres lively, attrac-
tive and functional destinations. Local 
economic vitality and the resulting 
social connections are essential for 
restoring harmonious coexistence in 
the European territories, the sine qua 
non condition for a diverse and calm 
society, in line with the EU motto: 
“united in diversity”. 

This European action has been made 
possible thanks to the commitment of 
the Fédération Nationale de l'Habil-
lement, championed by its Honorary 
President, Bernard Morvan, its Secre-
tary General, Bernadette Fulton, the 
newly elected President, Eric Mertz, 
and members of the FairValue firm, 
presided by Anne Mazoyer. All of us 
together thank all those who gave us 
their time to discuss with them, liste-
ned to us and supported us with their 
contributions or advice.

 

The current economic crisis is taking a heavy toll  
on retail, affecting in particular smaller, 
independent shops.
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INTRODUCTION

The major European capitals are a resilient model on a 
worldwide scale. Most of them were designed several 

centuries ago and have undergone numerous transforma-
tions, related to major historical events such as the two 
world wars, and the successive evolutions of society such 
as the urban explosion2.

They therefore have their own identity and are recognised 
throughout the whole world as the basis of a form of social 
life based on closeness and neighbourhood3, through their 
high density, which provides their residents and their visi-
tors with rapid access to all places of activity such as shops 
and cultural and historical places, with social and interge-
nerational diversity. 

However, this model of European town is currently being 
challenged, particularly in the small and medium-sized 
towns in Europe, many of which have suffered over decades 
from a desertion of their town centre, in the broad sense, 
including the decentralised shopping streets along with 
the historical part. This is due in particular to a decrease in 
their population, while no long-term and concerted politi-
cal response is made; their social cohesion and vitality are 
thus threatened in every aspect.

Whereas the issue of revitalising town centres in Europe was 
understood previously in a sector-based way by the local 
and national public authorities, the answers that must be 
found today should be comprehensive, multifactorial, and 
be based on the numerous experiences of revitalisation, 
which have joined together local governance, town-centre 
management experts and members from the civil society, 
as this partnership is the only solution for ensuring an effec-
tive revitalisation of European town centres. It is essential 
that the protection of town centres be defined at European 
level as an important reason of general interest, that is 
consistent with the orientations expressed in the Urban 
Agenda, for the policies conducted by the European Union 
and the case law of the European Court of Justice. 

This initiative from the European civil society, in the form 
of a White Paper proposed to the institutions, led by the 
Fédération Nationale de l’Habillement (FNH), is the fruit of 
exchanges of information and dialogue among various civil 
society players, the academic world and EU institutions, 
and aims at encouraging the relevant authorities to pro-
mote the revitalisation of European town centres as a key 
stake for social cohesion and European competitiveness.
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CURRENT SITUATION: THE DESERTION
OF TOWN CENTRES IS A PROBLEM THAT IS 

COMMON TO ALL THE EUROPEAN UNION STATES 
AND HAS NOW BEEN WHOLLY IDENTIFIED 

BUT IS INADEQUATELY UNDERSTOOD 
ON A EUROPEAN LEVEL  

The desertion of European town 
centres is the consequence of 

a combination of negative factors, 

which vary depending on the size of 

the towns, their governance, their eco-

nomic and commercial development, 

their cultural values or simply their 
level of vitality. 

It is assessed on the basis of indi-
cators that are specific to each 
country, that relate to the state of 
housing, shops, services, tourism, 

various environmental factors and 
also accessibi l i ty  and mobil i ty , 
which are not currently pooled and 
coordinated at Community level.

A | Key indicators of the desertion of the town centres

Despite its complexity and particularities, a town 
centre’s vitality, its risk of desertion or otherwise the 

danger of losing vitality, can be analysed using precise indi-
cators.

These indicators are said to be “key” as they are used by 
regional and local politicians and civil society members as 
a basis for changing the direction of the trend when it is on 
the decline; they do not include public amenities, which fall 
within the scope of national policies.

There are currently four such indicators:

¿¿¿¿¿  the housing occupancy rate (suburbanisation, unoccu-
pied housing in town centres, quality of accommodation, 
comfort);

¿¿¿¿¿  the population’s sociology (aging, diversity, local iden-
tity, local services) ;

¿¿¿¿¿  the occupancy rate of retail outlet establishments 
(unoccupied shops);

¿¿¿¿¿  the number of public and administrative amenities 
(closure or transfers of public services).

Other large categories are added to these key indicators, 
such as the town’s activity, the local entrepreneurial ecosys-
tem, the quality of urban transport networks, the cost and 
availability of parking spaces or the feeling of insecurity, 
which are all factors revealing the state of the town centre.

1

  CHAPTER 1: CURRENT SITUATION  
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B |  The various factors undermining town centres that lead to their 
desertion have been clearly identified 

These factors are grouped around several topics:

¿¿¿¿¿  Factors related to the sociology of the towns: there is a 
correlation between the size of the towns and the evo-
lution of their population. Where large towns become 
bigger, several medium-sized and small towns are losing 
their inhabitants4. The desertion of the towns and their 
town centres applies essentially to the smaller towns 
and the areas with small populations. As a result of the 
decrease in population, and therefore the decline of the 
local market, the number of shops is regularly reducing. 
In Sweden, almost 5,000 shops, i.e. the equivalent of a 
tenth of the total number of shops, have disappeared 
in only 6 years, between 2011 and 2017.5 In the United 
Kingdom, 25,000 town-centre shops closed in the 10 
years, between 2002 and 2012.6 Certain types of shops 
have been more affected by these closures, such as 
clothes shops, or shops selling sports equipment or 
convenience food stores.

¿¿¿¿¿  Factors related to suburbanisation which disqualifies 
the historical centres of small and medium-sized towns, 
making them less attractive7: The progressive deve-
lopment of access to ownership on the edge of towns 
and the growth of the automotive industry have led to 
a gradual urban sprawl. This is reinforced by the esta-
blishment of large shopping centres at the entrances 
to the towns, that are more competitive, offer longer 
opening hours, protection from bad weather and easy 
access with public transport and parking spaces for cars. 
This attracts several customers and thereby makes the 
town centres and their smaller shops less attractive8. 
The local elected representatives have not there-
fore assessed the imbalance that these factors create 
between the town centre and the outskirts.

¿¿¿¿¿  Factors related to local political choices : in several 
European countries, the local economic development 
relies on the fact of attracting large brand names (large 
chains of shops in particular) through financial or tax 
incentives and trying to keep them on the territory 
where they are established, which, for the majority of 
them, is on the outskirts of large and medium-sized 
towns. This policy has led, for example, in Sweden, to 
doubling the gross rental surface area of the shopping 
centres between 2000 and 2014, whereas over the 
same period, the population only increased by 10%. 
 
 

However, several studies, in particular those of Michael 
Shuman, an American economist, regarding localism, 
have shown that the shops that are managed locally and 
provide local products are the best drivers for economic 
development, as they create more cooperation between 
local actors, long-term jobs and, more generally, social 
cohesion.

¿¿¿¿¿  Factors related to the accessibility of town centres by 
cars and delivery trucks: the question of the place of 
cars in towns in general arises differently depending on 
the size of the town and the complementarity with its 
public transport network, but it remains a key stake for 
its development. Thus, the town’s power of attraction for 
consumers is directly linked to accessibility and the way 
in which the parking and mobility conditions are orga-
nised; the difficulties related to these issues are often 
highlighted by the retailers in town centres as being 
one of the factors for the desertion by consumers, who 
prefer the car parks of the shopping centres located on 
the outskirts of the towns. Pedestrianisation of part of 
the town centres has been one of the responses to this 
desertion, but it comes up against a question of scale. 
Precise structuring between the town centres’ urban 
spaces and motorised access is an issue central to ensu-
ring the vitality of these areas.9 The accessibility of vans 
and trucks for deliveries to the shops and for home deli-
veries is also a major challenge.

¿¿¿¿¿  Factors related to the state and qualification of the 
town-centre buildings : many town-centre buildings, 
whether for housing or retail activity, are no longer able 
to satisfy consumers’ expectations and requirements. 
While the historic heritage of a town centre has a great 
potential for culture and tourism, the different kinds of 
classifications of historic buildings have now become 
incompatible with current ways of life and with run-
ning a prosperous and innovative retail activity. Towns 
must be places to live in but also take advantage of 
their cultural heritage and their tourist and commer-
cial attractivity. At this stage, it has become essential 
to reconcile all these stakes, particularly by means of 
ambitious spatial organisation and space development 
policies.

  CHAPTER 1: CURRENT SITUATION  
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¿¿¿¿¿  Factors related to the capitalistic value of the buildings 
of business premises : there is a special situation in 
several EU Member States of a curb in renting business 
premises. Indeed, an investment in commercial buil-
dings requires the consideration of several aspects: 
profitability based on the rents received, the value of 
the buildings indexed on the rents and the rents indexed 
on a chosen index; the important aspect for the investor 
being the value of the assets in the balance sheet. The 
consequence of a rental market on a long-term decline 
leads investors, in the event of unoccupied business 
areas, to prefer to leave the premises in question unoc-
cupied in order to maintain their value while awaiting a 
return to better rental conditions. The resale of business 
premises is also based on the amounts of rent received, 
within a range in France of 7 to 10 years of rents; inves-
tors therefore prefer sometimes to keep devalued assets 
in their portfolio, rather than have a negative impact 
on the balance sheet. This situation leads to major 
complications for the towns, and contributes to a rapid 
decrease in attractivity of shopping streets.

¿¿¿¿¿  Factors related to regulations: retailers clearly repre-
sent important contributors to the vitality of a town 
centre. However, when opening a sales outlet, they 
are confronted with numerous regulations that exist in 
varying degrees; for example, in terms of the size of the 
shop, the place where it is established or the procedures 
to be undertaken to obtain certain specific authorisa-
tions, or further, when doing business, the opening times, 
Sunday openings, taxation, etc. Many of the regulations 
can be justified by legitimate public policy objectives, 
but their accumulation may be a barrier to the installa-
tion of new shops and may have a negative effect on the 
sector’s productivity.

C |   A desertion trend that is accelerating in the digital era,  
as a result of a voluntary and decisive change  
in consumer habits

The transformation of society boosted by the increasing 
use of new technologies and digital means has acce-

lerated over the last few years and is now affecting several 
sectors, with visible consequences within towns: shops, hou-
sing, tourism, mobility, entertainment, etc. 

Citizens have as a result become voluntary actors of these 
changes, being automatically transformed into consum’ac-
tors, independent in their choices in relation to the products 
and living trends that the market designs for them:

¿¿¿¿¿  they are asking to be informed in real time about pro-
ducts and services offered by the physical shops and 
online (price comparisons, checking of origin and social 
and environmental impact of the product, in the context 
of a boom in circular economy), leading to a reversal 
in the balance of power between consumer and seller;

¿¿¿¿¿  they want to be able to consume products at any time of 
day or night, via online sales or check-out systems avai-
lable in busy public areas, to collect products ordered 
and paid for beforehand; 

¿¿¿¿¿  finally, they place less importance than in the past 
on the object itself, focusing rather on the use that it 
enables, such as for self-service shared vehicles (cars, 
scooters, bicycles and even electrically-powered scoo-
ters) or the boom of the sharing economy (Airbnb, 
Blablacar).

However, this change in consumer conduct does not imply 
a complete desertion of the physical sales outlets as studies 
show that consumers are still attached to this type of local 
shop as a place of encounters and social connections. Thus, 
when they go somewhere, these new consumers are seeking 
a real purchase experience, with a varied and quality offer, 
and personalised and professional advice from the sales 
advisors. 

The desertion of town centres is the consequence, among 
other factors, of the failure to anticipate the changes 
that society is currently undergoing. The revitalisation of 
the European town centres may only be successful if the 
solutions provided take these evolutions in consideration 
by integrating and analysing the disruptive systems, by 
educating the general public and by providing innovative 
solutions, in particular in terms of training.

  CHAPTER 1: CURRENT SITUATION  
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D |   Major risk: territorial division and its corollary, social division

1 /  The worldwide crisis reveals a multiple  
territorial division

The worldwide economic crisis has revealed the extent of 
the multiple territorial divisions, on several levels within the 
European Union between the various European regions and 
between their urban, suburban and rural areas.

This division is found between (i) the regions with large 
towns and cities, taking the main part of the investments 
and administrative structures and with the highest econo-
mic, social and cultural activity and (ii) the regions with 
geographical, economic, social and institutional handicaps. 

Thus, if we compare the regional GDP per inhabitant per 
EU Member State, we will observe very large differences 
between the capital regions and the national average. The 
most representative example of this is the United Kingdom 
where the difference between the wealthiest region, Inner 
London – West and the poorest region, West Wales & The 
Valleys, is the highest, i.e. around 9.10 

The territorial disparities are intensified when a region 
suffers from being positioned on the outer edges of the 
European Union with a scarcely diversified economy, as is 
the case, for example, of Andalusia or East Slovakia, where 
unemployment rates have reached very high levels. This 
situation tends to intensify the risks of social segregation 
in the regions. 

2 /   The job situation in small and medium-
sized towns is declining in favour of large 
towns and cities

Ten years after the destabilisation of European economies 
by the financial and banking crisis of Autumn 2008, Europe is 
still faced with the slow economic recovery and the accumu-
lation of elements indicating an increase in unemployment 
rates, especially among young people (44.2% in Greece, 
33.8% in Spain, 31.9% in Italy11). 

Even though the creation and improvement of the quality 
of jobs for 20-64-year-olds is one of the main objectives of 
the Europe 2020 strategy for an intelligent, sustainable and 
inclusive growth, the European institutions have to deal 
with a difficult situation in small and medium-sized towns 
throughout Europe.

In France, between 2006 and 2013, only urban areas of more 
than 500 000 inhabitants have experienced an increase in 
the number of jobs, to the detriment of urban areas with 
fewer than 100 000 inhabitants where the rate of employ-
ment declined by 0.6% per year and even by 0.8% in the 
smallest urban areas.12

This is one of the indicators of the desertion of these small 
and medium-sized towns, where the inhabitants join the lar-
ger towns and cities to find work there.

In 2016, the largest group of professions in the EU was that 
of employees of direct services to individuals and employees 
in trade and sales, with 9.5% of the working population, i.e. 
21.4 million people.13 

Bringing new life to the sector of independent retail and 
sales in these small and medium-sized towns is one of the 
solutions that could be of benefit to the whole town and its 
corollaries (housing, activity, etc.). 

3 /  The threat represented by the desertion  
of town centres for social relations  
and its consequences

Several researchers have stated that the closure of shops in 
the smallest towns and the low-populated territories could 
lead to a loss of social links and attractivity.14 

Indeed, the shops present in the town centres of small towns 
are not only sales outlets for the purchase of supplies or 
other everyday consumer goods; they are also extremely 
important for tourism and often act as hubs for the supply 
of other services, such as sale of fuel, pharmaceutical pro-
ducts or postal services. 

They are also places of encounters, exchanges and socia-
bility where inhabitants may meet, discuss new events and 
thus create relations and social ties. The presence of shops 
and related services is an important factor for ensuring that 
citizens may live and work and that firms may develop, in 
particular in the smallest towns. 

The decline in the number of shops and the closure of the 
“last shop” in the smallest towns throughout Europe has thus 
had several consequences, which are however more or less 
visible. 

The first of these consists in the increase in the distance 
required for the consumers to reach the nearest sales out-
lets, which may be a source of worry for several people, in 
particular the elderly and those without access to a car.

Another less direct consequence to be taken into account 
is the presence of health problems within the population. 
Indeed, in the existing shops which are often very small, 
such as petrol stations, for example, fresh produce, requi-
ring more logistics, is no longer available. The consumers 
therefore purchase the only products available, thus increa-
sing their consumption of ready-made products, crisps and 
snacks.15 

  CHAPTER 1: CURRENT SITUATION  
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A |  Fundamental challenges for Europe: economic, social and societal 

Several structuring challenges derive from the good 
health of the town centres, including the fi ght against 

mass unemployment, long-term and inclusive growth and 
social cohesion. These challenges intersect with several 
questions about society in which the European Institutions 
are particularly interested.

1 /  Return to growth and fi ght against mass 
unemployment

Regenerating town centres is one of the answers to the key 
macro and micro-economic preoccupations of the European 
Union: a return to growth and employment, the integration 
of populations affected by poverty and social exclusion 
including that of refugees (three of the Europe 2020 Strate-
gy’s priority objectives), and support for the development 
of the SMEs. 

That is why this challenge has been included for many years 
among the priorities of the Pact of Amsterdam and the 
Urban Agenda, adopted on 31st May 2016, the objectives of 
which will be to take more notice of and involve urban areas 
in defi ning laws and implementing the EU’s main priorities, 
even though formally, the EU does not have any jurisdiction 
in terms of towns’ policies.

2 / Reinforcement of social cohesion16  

As indicated previously, the ideal town must be lively and 
diversified. This does not only require a combination of 
the use of spaces and a high density of population; it also 
requires the existence of a large range of buildings, of all 
types and from all eras.17

This issue may seem of little importance in light of other 
more visible challenges. However, it must not be neglected 
as the co-existence of different buildings within the same 
town enables the cohabitation of populations from different 
social backgrounds, with different levels of income as may 
be the case of the elderly, single-parent families or young 
workers. 

Thus, all of these categories of people occupy the public 
area in a different way, which contributes to the liveliness 
of the district or town at all times of the day. 

THE CHALLENGES OF THE 

REVITALISATION OF EUROPEAN 

TOWN CENTRES  

 CHAPTER 2: CHALLENGES  

2
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3 /   Challenges at the crossroads of several  
societal issues

Employment is the economic and social theme that is the 
most directly impacted by the desertion of the town centres. 
Indeed, town centres are an extraordinary pool for low- 
qualified jobs that cannot be relocated, and an opportunity 
for integrating refugees throughout the whole of the EU. 

Education and vocational training also represent a means 
of developing independent retail shops, which hold an 
essential position in the liveliness of towns, as they enable 
professionals of the sector to become more efficient and 
more competitive, and enable business owners to learn to 
manage, develop and modernise their businesses, in light of 
structural changes as a result of digitalisation and interna-
tionalisation of exchanges. 

The Digital Agenda is and has been for several years the 
cross-cutting theme par excellence in European policies. 
The digital technological changes provide opportunities 
for growth and employment that are likely to benefit all 
public and private players. Therefore, it is now a key pros-
pect which all players in the town centres must adhere to, 
due to its influence on economic performance and compe-
titiveness.

Finally, sustainable urban development is a decisive 
challenge to consider. Indeed, a dense and compact town 
encourages movements over short distances and the use 
of public transport, unlike more sprawled towns where the 
various activities are scattered and where there are more 
difficulties (increase in road traffic, energy consumption 
and available ground space, etc.). An attractive town centre 
enables both to curb this urban sprawl, while also contri-
buting positively to the boom in circular economy which 
affects several sectors such as retail, industry, transport or 
waste management and recycling. 

B |   But the European Union is not sufficiently equipped  
to deal with these challenges 

Even though Europe is fully aware of the existence of the 
problem regarding the desertion of town centres, it is 

not currently sufficiently well-prepared to provide answers 
that are commensurate with the challenges involved, and in 
particular regarding the issue of independent retail shops, 
the major player in the vitality of towns.

1/ Absence of global vision 

As the European Union plays no direct role in the mana-
gement of towns, the revitalisation of town centres is to 
all intents and purposes, absent from European policies, 
despite the catastrophic economic situation experienced 
by most independent SME retailers, tradesmen and service 
providers in Europe, and whereas several plans dedicated to 
these kinds of companies have emerged at the level of the 
Member States over the last few years. 

This situation is especially regrettable in that the European 
Union would be able to take action and offer wide-ran-
ging solutions, as it does indirectly through environmental 
policies, for which it has authority, whilst respecting the sub-
sidiarity and proportionality principles that guide its actions.

Indeed, more EU involvement would enable to develop 
European town centres in their role as a network node, in 
particular on aspects such as the circular economy, which 
requires a more cross-cutting vision in order to reach the 
right balance between the players, or by assisting the SMEs 
to enable them to contribute usefully to this process (e.g. 
renovation of their shops, reduction of waste and CO2 emis-
sions related to transport). 

  CHAPTER 2: CHALLENGES  
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2 /   A Community policy focused on trade 
rather than on retailing

As the third trading power in the world, the European Union 
is an outward-oriented economy: its trade with the rest 
of the world represents 15% of the international trade in 
goods18. Although this trade is essential for the competitive-
ness of the EU on a worldwide level, the EU’s trading policy 
only concerns wholesale trade and does not deal with the 
issue of retailing, even though it is fundamental for the vita-
lity of the town centres and their shopping streets.

As a reminder, the retail sector represents the largest eco-
nomic sub-sector in Europe in terms of jobs: it provides 8.6% 
of the total number of jobs in the EU in one of the more than 
3.6 million businesses of the sector and generates 4.5% of 
the added value of the European Union’s economy19.

 

3 / Persistence of national differences

The contrasts of the European business landscape are the 
result of many factors, such as market size and dynamics, 
differences in tax treatment, but also socio-demographic 
factors which can act in opposite directions: some, such as  
 

urban and demographic concentration, tend to densify the 
business fabric; others, such as the percentage of cars owned 
by households, encourage businesses to set up further away. 

Their cultural and economic specificities mean that all the 
European countries are far from having applied the same 
policy for local shops: while countries in the South and West 
of Europe still continue to be very attached to the vitality 
of the town centres, some Scandinavian countries, such as 
Sweden, much less sensitive to this issue, have had no hesi-
tation in pushing shops out to the outskirts of the towns. 
However, it would appear that the EU Member States as 
a whole agree on considering local shops as a key sector 
of the economy and essential for regional and sustainable 
development. 

Although the persistence of national differences seems at 
first sight to be a curb to the emergence of a common policy 
for local independent shops, the awareness now present in 
all the Member States of the necessity to halt the desertion 
of the town centres to respond to the important economic 
and societal issues of the moment should be able to make 
the public authorities more sensitive to this subject, which 
is one of the answers to it. 

C |  The urgent need for a strong, established European policy

1 /  A necessary awareness of the efforts to be 
made for all of the town-centre players

Regenerating town centres is one of the answers to the key 
Inner-city dynamics are a challenge that has many origins 
and consequences. They can only be supported by a town 
centre that reverts to its historical role: easily accessible, 
renovated and equipped with quality infrastructures, able 
to facilitate traffic and mobility and proposing an attractive 
environment for firms and independent retailers who would 
like to set up shop there and for consumers. These dynamics 
also imply the presence of urban services that are appro-
priate, effective and adapted to the new technological uses. 

The transformation of independent retailing in this 
framework is an essential factor for the regeneration of 
town centres and the preservation of the European terri-
tories. We have been experiencing a process of “creative 
destruction” over several years, as several physical shops 
attempt to face these new challenges imposed by e-com-
merce and by the change in consumer habits to avoid their 
disappearance, by varying their offers and by specialising in 
products and services that cannot be found online.

All independent retail shops will not be able to be saved 
but those who manage to adapt to the current technologies 
and ways of living, will be able to become part of the main 
driving force of European competitiveness. 

Thus, the means of assisting the retailers must be adjusted 
to suit the requirements and difficulties involved in facing 
this in-depth transformation, by offering courses for staff 
members in charge of customers or by pooling good prac-
tices and logistical and human resources within groups of 
employers.

The construction of a strong European commercial identity, 
integrating a full abundant offer combining shops, culture, 
leisure activities, heritage, quality of life, tourism and adap-
ted modes of transport, constitutes one of the essential 
levers of attractivity and economic competitiveness for the 
European territories, and a wonderful ferment for social 
cohesion.

 CHAPTER 2: CHALLENGES  
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2 /  European challenges: integration  
of vulnerable populations by means  
of employment and training, maintaining 
social cohesion and the digital  
modernisation of society

Europe has to face up to a double challenge: encouraging 
citizens to stay where they live to achieve a productive local 
economic environment, and safeguarding access to a local 
bricks-and-mortar offer of goods and services, while deve-
loping digital systems. 

It is therefore a question now of:

¿¿¿¿¿  Promoting the professionalisation of inner-city retailing 
(training of business managers and sales persons and 
lifelong learning); 

¿¿¿¿¿  Reinforcing productivity and economic performance by 
investing in teaching and research; 

¿¿¿¿¿  Promoting a European policy in favour of employment 
in SMEs, ensuring they will have a status corresponding 
to their size and constraints.

 
A non-negligible influence in maintaining  
social cohesion

The inner-city shops play a key role in the integration of 
people with no or few qualifications and the more vulne-
rable people such as older people or refugees. Through 
practice and permanent training, these people are able to 
acquire skills throughout their professional careers. 

Access to employment in inner-city shops where the social 
connection is preponderant is an element of strong cohe-
sion among the various components of society. Indeed, they 
represent the places of encounters, exchanges and socia-
bility where inhabitants can meet, especially older people. 

Indeed, if we consider that 19.2% of European citizens are 
over 65 years old20 and that many of them do not own any 
means of transport, the regeneration of inner-city and local 
shops makes complete sense. Developing employment in 
inner-city shops is an indisputable means of integrating 
various vulnerable populations, whether local or immi-
grants, and of maintaining social ties for all populations.

 
Modernisation of society: taking advantage  
of digital development 

Digital technology has for several years become the 
cross-cutting theme par excellence in European policies. 
The Digital Economy and Society Index (DESI)21, imple-
mented by the European Commission, enables to assess 
the progress of each Member State on the basis of 5 main 
indicators: connectivity, human capital, use of the internet 
by citizens, level of digitalisation in businesses and that of 
public services. 

Indeed, since 2010, the digitalisation of businesses has been 
one of the priorities of the European Commission through 
the strategy for the digital single market. 

Town centres and independent retailers (although most 
of them are not included in this indicator, as the very 
large majority of them have fewer than 10 employees) 
are affected by several aspects of the Digital Agenda: the 
development of technological skills of the workforce, 
development of an omnichannel presence of all retailers 
(mobile, tablet, website, telephone, social media, physical 
networks), sharing of data (personal online spaces, emails, 
text messages, in-store interactive terminals), etc. 

  CHAPTER 2: CHALLENGES  



14

From smart city to connected store…

The smart city is a new conception of towns: it is the way in 
which towns and cities can invest their resources and use 
them more intelligently and effi ciently by using information 
and communication technology. 

A smart city has become a place of urban planning challen-
ges and opportunities giving a new dynamic to independent 
retailing, which must learn how to make use of the available 
data about consumers so as to adjust what they offer by 
making it distinctive and personalised.

Digital technology drastically changes consumer habits 
and behaviour and consequently retailers’ strategies, so 
that they can continue to exist and develop. The personali-
sation of the services and products offered by a connected 
business becomes one of the most important criteria in a 
shop’s development. 

Nowadays the traditional boutique has to reinvent itself, 
taking inspiration from the advantages of e-commerce, 
while retaining those of a bricks-and-mortar shop, to attract 
customers who are always on the look-out for novelty, in 
both the products themselves and the service accompanying 
the sale. The bricks-and-mortar sales outlets must continue 
to be places where people can meet and where consumers 
can interact in real life.

3 /    The necessary broadening of current 
policies to meet real needs 

New Skills agenda: a spur for employment 
in Europe

In June 2016, the European Commission made public the 
new version of its “Skills Agenda for Europe”. The objective 
is to equip each European with the skills needed to find 
work today and in the future. The Commission sees it as the 
essential ingredient for growth, employability and competi-
tiveness expected from the European economy. 

The objectives set in terms of professionalisation and rein-
forcement of training are directly able to encourage job 
development and their qualifi cation in independent retail 
shops. 

Digital single market

The EU institutions have implemented many actions to 
adapt the single market to the digital era and eliminate the 
regulatory barriers. This digital single market could gene-
rate 415 billion Euros per year for the European economy, 
and create hundreds of thousands of new jobs, especially in 
independent retailing.

 CHAPTER 2: CHALLENGES  
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A |  A favourable context: materialise and get the best 
out of the Pact of Amsterdam  

The objective of maintaining vitality in the towns is 
shared by the European Commission which, in connec-

tion with the EU urban programme launched on 30th May 
2016 with the Pact of Amsterdam, is working together with 
the Member States, the towns and other stakeholders to 
promote policies focusing more on towns that are more 
effi cient and more rational, and to contribute to territorial 
cohesion.22

1 /  Pact of Amsterdam and Urban Agenda 

This agreement puts the finishing touch to the European 
Urban Agenda policy and confi rms the precise orientations 
of its application over the coming years, based on three 
main themes: better regulation, better funding and better 
distribution of information. 

Thus, the 12 priority themes identifi ed in relation to this
Urban Agenda are related to the environment (climate 
adaptation, air quality), social concerns (poverty in 
towns and cities, housing, integration of immigrants and 
refugees), societal issues (digital transition, mobility) and 
the economy (circular economy, employment and skills in 
local economy). 

Partnerships have been set up for each of these themes 
in order to identify the challenges that should be faced to 
encourage the treatment of the urban dimension of each of 
these specifi c areas.

These 12 urban partnerships are at varying stages of pro-
gress as only 4 action plans have been brought forward 
(housing, poverty of towns, quality of air, inclusion of immi-
grants and refugees), whereas others were established more 
recently, in February and March 2017, under the Maltese 
Chairmanship of the Council of the European Union.

The Pact of Amsterdam thus recognises that harmonious 
urban development meets a demand for quality and innova-
tion that attracts Europeans to the towns and cities and their 
shops, while increasing competition between them, thus 
creating a genuine emulation between the various players.

CIVIL SOCIETY IS RALLYING FOR 
THE INCLUSION OF THE REVITALISATION 

OF TOWN CENTRES IN EUROPE, 
IN THE ABSENCE  OF SUITABLE 

MANAGEMENT  IN CORE 
EUROPEAN POLICIES 3

  CHAPTER 3: REVITALISATION OF TOWN  CENTRES  



16

2 /  Calls for projects and European
 programmes in favour of the vitality 
of town centres

Several calls for projects and European programmes exist 
in favour of revitalising town centres, both multidisciplinary 
and sector-based.

Multidisciplinary programmes

URBAN INNOVATIVE ACTIONS (UIA)23

UIA is a European Union initiative enabling urban areas in 
Europe to set up new and innovative solutions in order to 
face the urban challenges that they encounter. 

Indeed, research on urban issues is already well-developed, 
and yet the potential solutions struggle to be implemented 
as the urban authorities are reluctant to use their budget to 
test new, uncertain and therefore risky ideas.

Urban Innovative Actions offers the urban authorities the 
possibility to bear these risks and to test the most innovative 
and most creative solutions through a participation to fun-
ding the project of up to 80% of its activities, and to assess 
the way in which these solutions work in practice and meet 
with the complexity of real life, in order to share the expe-
riences of it with the other urban areas.

The UIA Initiative has a budget in the European Regional 
Development Fund (ERDF) of a total amount of 372 million 
Euros for the period 2014-2020.

INTERREG IIIC 

The INTERREGI IIIC programme is one of the 3 mainstays 
of the European INTERREG III initiative, which was imple-
mented between 2002 and 2008 and which was funded by 
the ERDF, as part of Structural Funds, alongside national 
fi nancial partners.

This third aspect concerns the interregional cooperation wit-
hin the European Union and with its neighbouring countries. 
This cooperation has enabled to share experiences between 
the players in question in terms of regional development 
policies and the creation of synergies between the players. 
The overall aim was to improve the implementation of the 
regional development policies and their tools through an 
exchange of information on a large scale, and to structure 
these exchanges within networks.

That is the context in which TOCEMA Europe24 was created, 
the European network for managing town centres, consisting 
in a large partnership, made up of towns, regional authori-
ties and equivalent public organisations such as national 
town-centre management associations, and which is cur-
rently composed of 9 Member States (Austria, Belgium, Spain, 
France, Ireland, Italy, Poland, United Kingdom and Sweden).

TOCEMA encourages the development of town-centre 
management initiatives throughout Europe and the 
implementation of novelty projects in the sector of urban 
development.

It aims at structuring the existing network in order to enable 
the debate on issues of urban development related to retai-
ling, the environment (cleanliness, safety, usability, etc.), 
tourism, culture, accessibility, housing, etc.

4 fundamental priorities for independent retailing 
in town centres within the Pact of Amsterdam  

¿¿¿¿¿  In chapter 10.6 on Jobs & Skills, 
emphasis is put on the creation 
of new businesses, which include 
many SMEs;

¿¿¿¿¿  In chapter 10.11 on digital 
transition, the issue is to improve 
public services but also create 
business opportunities through 
the collection and management 
of data (although it is not 
mentioned by name, Big Data 
is clearly hinted at);

¿¿¿¿¿  Chapter 12.5 deals with innovative 
approaches including Smart Cities;

¿¿¿¿¿  Chapter 12.8 explicitly mentions 
“urban regeneration” in terms of 
its social, economic, environmental, 
cultural and spatial aspects.
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Since 2012, the European network has become a global think-
tank, TOCEMA Worldwide, welcoming new partners from 
America (Canada, USA), Asia (Japan, Singapore) and Australia. 

 
URBACT

Since 2002, Urbact has been a European programme for 
exchanging information among towns and learning from 
them, with the aim of developing solutions to deal with 
major urban challenges. With the networking of European 
towns, the strengthening of skills and capitalisation on good 
practices, it provides support to public decision-makers and 
practitioners in the field to create sustainable solutions inte-
grating the economic, social and environmental dimensions 
of urban development.

Following on from the Urbact I and II programmes, Urbact 
III continues its promotion of integrated and sustainable 
urban development and contributes to the objectives of 
the Europe 2020 strategy. With the prospect of the rein-
forcement of urban policies in 2014-2020, the European 
Commission has added a contribution to the amount of the 
ERDF allocated to the programme of approximately 40% 
compared to the previous period, i.e. more than 74 million 
Euros. Urbact III’s total budget amounts to 96 million Euros.

 

Sector-based programmes 

RETAILINK

From September 2015 to May 2018, ten medium-sized Euro-
pean cities participated in the RetaiLink network, which 
collaboratively developed an Integrated Action Plan to 
improve the competitiveness of independent retail businesses, 
considering them as key economic drivers. Overseen by the 
town of Igualda (Spain), participating cities were Romans-
sur-Isère (France), Fermo (Italy), Sibenik (Croatia), Pécs 
(Hungary), Bistrita (Romania), Liberec (Czech Republic), Hengelo  
(Netherlands), Hoogeveen (Netherlands), and Basingstoke  
And Deane (United Kingdom). The website retailand.eu makes 
all the results of this programme available to the public.

 
GO TRADE

Launched in 2017, the Go Trade project aims to bring new 
life to markets in Northern France and Southern England by 
supporting businesses in the creation of sustainable oppor-
tunities and increased commercial traffic, making them 
attractive to visitors and tourists. This programme includes 
training sessions for business owners, a new “click & collect” 
tool to encourage more modern consumption practices, and 
events for residents and tourists. Go Trade expects to train 
over 270 business owners and generate 275 jobs and 260 
500 visitors over 3 years.

B |  Concerted approaches aiming to promote vitality  
in town centres in the Member States, at all levels

1 / Town-centre management and its tools 

 
Principle of town-centre management

According to the TOCEMA network, town-centre manage-
ment consists in managing and developing town centres to 
make them lively, attractive and sustainable.25 Town-centre 
management is organised in the form of a public-private 
partnership. It acts as an interface between the private, 
public and associative sectors and users of the town centre, 
being at one and the same time a catalyst, a coordinator and 
an incentive. The objective is to assist the various players in 
discovering a mutual interest in their collaboration by encou-
raging impacts on the town centre as a whole. 

Each town centre is unique; this is why town-centre mana-
gement encourages the development of partnerships 
according to the reality on the field, relying on the most 
appropriate group for its development.  

 
 
Each partner (local authorities, retailers, estate agents, 
bankers, etc.) contributes its address book, particular skills, 
know-how in favour of a common objective in the common 
interest.

Most town-centre management structures essentially develop 
actions qualified as short-term (sales events, quality of the 
environment, communication, etc.). These enable to create 
optimum conditions for commercial development: manage-
ment of public and private spaces, marketing communication, 
commercialisation of unoccupied retail premises, etc. 

However, some structures initiate and provide assistance 
with medium and long-term structuring projects. The deve-
lopment and implementation of these kinds of projects 
(urban renovation, mobility, housing, heritage, etc.) remain 
the prerogative of the public authorities and/or private  
sector.
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Town-centre management does not replace the players or 
the sites of decisions specifi c to each player. It coordinates 
actions and develops a strategy that is common to all the 
players, by means of missions which do not fall within the 
competence of a specifi c player: commercialisation of unoc-
cupied retail premises, assisting a retailer with investment 
formalities or (re)positioning its business, fi nding solutions 
for an abandoned building, instigating the use of renovation 
subsidies, etc. 

The composition of the governance must be evolutive 
depending on the various stages of the plan including dia-
gnostic, preparation of a shared action plan, fi nalisation of 
contractual aspects with investors, operational implemen-
tation and assessment of results. 

The town-centre management is funded by the public sector 
and/or by the private sector. It is proactive and must antici-
pate the new challenges of the town of the future, answer 
them effi ciently by planning evolutions in terms of economy, 
environment, way of living, trends of citizens and develop 
new working methods.

The town-centre management jobs

TOWN-CENTRE MANAGER

The town-centre manager’s work is characterised by a 
cross-cutting and multidisciplinary approach to the urban 
question. He/she has to integrate into his/her work:

¿¿¿¿¿ the logics of the public-private partnership,

¿¿¿¿¿ economic development,

¿¿¿¿¿  the quality of the urban environment: urban planning, 
buildings, signposting, urban furniture, etc.

¿¿¿¿¿ the increased value of the urban heritage,

¿¿¿¿¿  the marketing approach: commercial diversity, 
communication, etc.

¿¿¿¿¿ the transport and mobility policy,

¿¿¿¿¿ the well-being and safety policy.

THE COMMERCIAL PROMOTION SPECIALIST

This function implies supervision and specifi c monitoring, 
particularly to reinforce the power of attraction of the pole 
by giving operational support to the retailers and coordina-
ting with the retailers’ federations. The promotion specialist 
also ensures the continuity of the commercial promotions 
and organisation of events.  

THE URBAN STEWARDS 

They are the strongest and most visible link between the 
management of the town centre and the town-centre users. 
This kind of work implies having very good knowledge of 
the town centre and its players. It is composed of several 
job descriptions depending on the missions accomplished. 
Among them are low-skilled personnel, for whom this acti-
vity will serve as a springboard for their future professional 
career, but also more qualifi ed personnel implying longer 
term contracts. The urban stewards are given training when 
they take up their duties and also receive vocational trai-
ning specifi c to their tasks in the fi eld. They have a very high 
satisfaction index with purchasers and retailers.

Several examples of cooperation throughout Europe
in favour of the revitalisation of the town centres  

¿¿¿¿¿  In Ireland: the “Collaborative Town Centre Health 
Check Training Programme”, grouping together 
7 towns throughout the country.

¿¿¿¿¿  In the Netherlands: the implementation of the
 “The Groningen Business Owners’ Agenda”, 
in the town of Groningen.

¿¿¿¿¿ In France: the formalisation of the State with 
the 222 small and medium-sized towns selected 
for the “Action Cœur de Ville” national Plan.

¿¿¿¿¿  In Belgium: case of the Walloon network 
of town-centre management.
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URBAN WORKERS

They are less visible than the urban stewards and are often 
made available to the work teams of the towns in question, 
in order to optimise the speed and quality of the interven-
tions on the outskirts of the town centre. 

2 /  A decisive option for the future: 
Placemaking 

The development of town centres in medium-sized towns 
has often been designed and imagined by urbanists, archi-
tects, and local authorities favouring a coordination model 
(interactions between stakeholders are managed on a top-
down basis). 

In recent years, the town’s fabric has evolved with methods 
of co-construction and cooperation, originating in the USA, 
whose spectacular results have appeared in Europe, in 
Anglo-Saxon countries, then in France, in particular in urban 
projects which have reclaimed vacant urban premises and 
therefore the improvement of the real-estate value and the 
quality of life of the local community.

These initiatives are too often the prerogative of large 
towns and cities in which engineering and the importance 
of higher education enable to stimulate innovative thinking 
and find local players able to relay this public initiative. 
Small and medium-sized towns are too often excluded from 
this dynamic, which should be amplifi ed.

Reinforcing the involvement of citizens and local players 
(associations, companies, schools, artists, etc.) in the produc-
tion / emergence of development projects in town centres 
via the dissemination of the placemaking approach: trai-
ning of elected representatives and developers, provision of 
necessary tools, involvement of experts in governance, etc. 
This approach aims to ensure the development of spaces 
which are vibrant (in line with local identity and needs), 
functional (co-constructed and varied in terms of uses and 
accessible services) and attractive (lively, aesthetic, acces-
sible and open).

Placemaking is a bottom-up process comprised of a set of 
tools to support the creation of a project / living and mee-
ting space for inhabitants and local players, thus improving 
their quality of life. It is a co-construction dynamic with the 
inhabitants and players of a town centre or district. 

Based on observation and discussions with people living and 
working in the territory, the placemaking methodology is 
structured around four main stages:

¿¿¿¿¿  Framing of the project: definition of the territory (a 
place, a development lot, an entire town-centre) and 
people to consult (residents, retailers, etc.), 

¿¿¿¿¿  Consultation and formalisation of a shared vision of the 
territory: discussions with stakeholders, identification of 
local issues, understanding of needs and co-definition of 
a shared vision,

¿¿¿¿¿  Translation of the vision into a functional programme 
followed by short-term experimentation (test period),

¿¿¿¿¿  Implementation of the project over the long term: 
continuous evaluation of experiments, adaptation and 
collective implementation of the functional programme 
(involvement of local players in the development, ani-
mation and maintenance of spaces).
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So, what do place branding, placema-
king and place management mean? 
Place branding consists of redefi ning 
the public space’s identity by giving 
it a strong image that defi nes it. Using 
this new identity, the place’s image is 

developed by means of actions that 
resemble it and activities which the 
populations can adopt as their own 
and which facilitate social interac-
tion and improve quality of life for the 
local community: this is placemaking. 

These activities and services are tested 
and assessed in the place, which is 
managed by a team, this management 
being known as place management.26
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Already integrated into the development methodologies 
of public and/or private players in Anglo-Saxon countries, 
the placemaking approach has proved itself by allowing 
the emergence of attractive places for residents, retailers, 
and for tourists, and the enrichment of planning and land 
development processes. Beyond the integration of the "Pla-
cemaking" impetus in the town-centre development toolkit, 
two operational measures should be supported:

¿¿¿¿¿  The opening of a “town-centre factory” in a vacant space 
during the diagnostic period led by the town-centre 
manager, open to citizens, artists, and local associations,

¿¿¿¿¿  A metropolitan mentoring system to initiate the process, 
i.e. “to force” the sharing of skills between large towns 
and cities and small and medium-sized towns.

3 /  The role of retailers and retailers’ 
federations27

It is important for retailers to be able to become integrated in 
a positive dynamic and work with the other retailers as 
partners and not as competitors, in order to support the actions 
that the public authorities are introducing, and to give back to 
the town centre its role as main meeting place of the town.

Thus, in order to support a local dynamic, it is important to 
present a structured, coherent, united and well-thought-out 
image, with a strategy looking towards the development 
of new concepts and commercial formats (mixed shops, 
showrooms, pop-up stores, parcel collection points) and the 
organisation of events based on current or potential cus-
tomers’ expectations. 

To do so, they have to work proactively by presenting a
strategic plan sufficiently in advance so that it can be 
modifi ed and approved by all the players. Ideally, the plan 
presented should be forward-looking over several years.

Marketing techniques can also help in the development of a 
town and a retailers’ federation; this requires having a team 
of specialists or relying on the town-centre management. It 
is important to know how to unite the retailers, enable them 
to put forward their problems and attempt to fi nd solutions 
in a positive reasoning manner.

Moreover, it would be advisable to identify the major priori-
ties in the town centres but also in the neighbouring towns, 
in order to make use of their initiatives, such as, for exa-
mple, a museum with strong potential, a dynamic company 
or top-quality artistic events.

Reinforced cooperation initiatives between local authorities 
and local private players, on several levels: 

ON A NATIONAL LEVEL: 
the national urban renova-
tion laboratory (Italy)28

The national Urban Renovation Labo-
ratory was created in May 2016, further 
to the signature of the MOU between 
Confcommercio-Imprese for Italy29

and the ANCI (National Association 
of Italian towns) in order to promote 
social and economic revitalisation of 
urban areas. The laboratory is a place 
of discussion between the local Conf-
commercio and the corresponding 
authorities. The aim is to share good 
practices throughout the territories 
which, by joining the experiment, 
have signed agreements to implement 
shared initiatives. The aims of these 
initiatives include: revitalisation of 
towns (impact on the tools and regu-
lations in terms of urbanism); 

introduction of advantageous tax 
measures; signature of partnerships 
for completing projects (national and 
European funding); training of profes-
sional members able to manage the 
urban renovation processes in which 
they have taken part. Since 2018, an 
operational stage has been launched, 
during which towns have set up local 
laboratories, defi ned an urban renova-
tion action plan and identifi ed possible 
sources of local funding.

AT THE LEVEL OF THE TOWN: 
the creation of entrepreneu-
rial funds (Netherlands)

These funds are created by and for 
local entrepreneurs such as the Het 
Fonds of the town of Groningen in the 
Netherlands, initiated by the fede-
ration of local entrepreneurs, the 
Groningen City Club.  

All owners of real-estate that is not of 
residential nature contribute to this 
fund, through an additional tax of 6% 
on the property tax, which enables 
to fund activities for residents and 
tourists such as the “Let’s Grow30” Fes-
tival, or for more specifi c categories of 
public such as retailers or future retai-
lers, via the Groningen Retail Academy.

The Groningen local authorities act 
in support of this initiative, by sharing 
engineering knowledge and experience 
and by co-financing certain projects. 
Thus, they see the establishment of 
this fund as a way of grouping together 
the community of entrepreneurs and 
involving them more in the town’s deve-
lopment. The local authorities and the 
community of entrepreneurs become 
more equal partners.
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A |  Set up a European inner-city observatory  

1 /  Put together a European database 
of the principal indicators of vitality 
in town centres 

Objectives sought on a Community, national and 
local level 

Statistics and data are available within the European Union, 
whether via the Eurostat European Statistics Offi ce or via 
more specifi c tools such as those of the European Observa-
tion Network for Territorial Development and the resulting 
initiative known as CityBench31, which enables the compari-
son between towns on the basis of economic, demographic, 
environmental or quality-of-life criteria. 

However, there is currently a shortage of data that is spe-
cifi c to town centres and pooled on a European level. The 
existence of a database dedicated to analysing the vitality of 
the European town centres will enable to provide statistics 
to the Commission and to the other European institutions, so 
that they may defi ne, implement and assess the community 
policies according to reliable and objective indicators.

This data, which should be communicated compulsorily by 
the Member States, will also be sent to the national and 
local public authorities in order to draw up a diagnostic 
enabling the implementation of actions, but also to the 
investors and businesses and retailers seeking new opportu-
nities, the sector of research and education, journalists and 

all of the European citizens. 

Main indicators

The Observatory’s task will be to defi ne the same indicators 
for all Member States, according to several themes such as 
retail, business climate, housing, quality of life, sociology, tou-
rism or the number of pieces of administrative equipment.

In this respect, these indicators would be, as examples: 

¿¿¿¿¿  for retail: the rate of unoccupied business premises, 
retail restrictiveness indicator (RRI), average rate of 
rents per sqm, number of square metres of business sur-
face areas in inner-city areas and in the suburbs, etc.;

¿¿¿¿¿  for the business climate: ability to make deals, price of 
electricity and gas for industrial customers, etc.;

¿¿¿¿¿  for housing: rate of occupancy of the accommodation, etc.;

¿¿¿¿¿  for the town-centre sociology: age of the population, per-
centage of working population, number of students, etc.;

¿¿¿¿¿  for the tourism: number of overnight stays per year, etc.;

¿¿¿¿¿  for the quality of life: number of people who enjoy living 
in a given town centre, the cleanliness, flat-hunting, etc.;

¿¿¿¿¿  for the administrative equipment: rate of administrative 
equipment.

PROSPECTS 

AND PROPOSALS

  CHAPTER 4: PROSPECTS AND PROPOSALS  

4



22

However, the implementation of these indicators and the 
feedback that is necessary to enable a clear diagnostic of a 
town’s economic dynamic based on criteria that are shared 
by everyone must not create an additional burden for the 
European SME.

2 /  Enable a clear diagnostic of the economic 
trend of a town on the basis of criteria 
shared by all

The European observatory of town centres should enable 
all towns to assess the dynamism and sustainability of their 
centre and to highlight the decisive role played by town 
centres in the socio-economic, environmental and cultural 
development of the town as a whole, and in the quality of 
life of its residents and its visitors. 

This diagnostic, which is based on quantitative and qualita-
tive studies, sent in particular to visitors, residents, business 
owners and retailers of a town, enables to defi ne the shared 
strategy to be implemented in a defi ned perimeter, to make 
the town more attractive, more sustainable and more viable, 
in all of the areas of action. 

Countries such as the Netherlands, with their National Retail 
Agenda, Ireland with its Town Centre Health Check32 or 
France with its “Action Coeur de Ville” plan propose exten-
sive, detailed plans which could be shared on a European 
level. The indicators assessed could be: general attracti-
vity, liveliness of the town (quality and diversity of events, 
cultural offer), retail opportunities, availability of accom-
modation to rent or for sale, availability and cost of parking 
spaces, quality of public transport, feeling of security, etc. 

These plans all share the fact that they rely on an extended 
governance, most often combining local public authorities 
and associations representing all of the players of the town 
centres, such as business owners, representatives of the 
transport, tourism or housing sectors, and the residents.

3 /  Use a shared European platform to put 
the towns’ experiences and good prac-
tices online for revitalising their town 
centre 

All of the national or local plans in favour of revitalising the 
town centres, and their indicators and their practical results, 
may be shared on a shared platform, accessible online and 
open to all.

This operational tool could be used as a reference for elec-
ted representatives, all of the players of the towns and the 
persons interested in town-centre management, enabling 
them to develop their strategies, policies and sustainable 
urban development projects. 

Some platforms already exist on a European level, such as 
www.rfsc.eu, a reference of towns and territories, enabling 
to reinforce the sustainable development strategy of a town, 
assess its project and its progress, but it is a shame that 
there is a lack of diversity of the indicators, and that the use 
of the site is reserved for elected representatives or urban 
development stakeholders. 

Thus, this site could serve as a basis for the European plat-
form for revitalisation of town centres, and would enable 
to exchange good practices in favour of towns between the 
Member States and between each town. This new platform 
would also enable to have access to a list of main contacts 
working in favour of the revitalisation of town centres within 
each Member State (local authorities, town-centre manage-
ment associations, federations of business managers, etc.). 

Resolutely evolutive, it could provide other functions offered 
by its users and in particular by the elected representatives, 
as it is used. 
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B | Facilitate the modernisation of shops, towns, and society

1 /  Facilitate initial and vocational training 
of retailers and their staff members, in 
particular as regards digital tools and 
challenges

The specifi c feature of SME retailers is the diffi culty for the 
retailers and their employees in freeing up some time to fol-
low training. The entire cost of the training can be fi nanced, 
in the same way as the cost of the employee’s absence. 

However, the dynamic consisting of making the effort to 
follow training does not exist: this is why incentives must be 
proposed to retailers to convince them to initiate initial and 
vocational training, in particular on digital technologies and 
on all new technologies which will allow them participate in 
the dynamics of the 21st century.

2 /  Smart cities / connected shops: essential 
infrastructures for bearing up against 
worldwide platforms

Planning digital training for retailers is one thing: it is quite 
another to be able to present them with the tools that will 
allow them to put their training into practice. 

Smart cities allow those towns that have taken the subject 
on board to set up the various indispensable networks for 
a smart town. 

One of the essential prerequisites for this implementation is 
the installation of optical fi bre in the towns so that the retai-
lers, who have to modernise and use the new technologies 
to continue operating their business, can do so. 

Furthermore, local platforms are starting to appear that are 
able to give visibility to retailers but are also able to process 
all customer-related data. The introduction of local plat-
forms should be encouraged so that they become tangible 
supports for the town’s commercial vitality. 
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Initiatives to support the initial and vocational 
training of retailers: retail academies

The example of the town of Groningen in the Netherlands: 
The Groningen Retail Academy33

The Groningen Retail Academy is a project sponsored by 
the Groningen City Club, alongside the Hanze University of 
Applied Sciences. The academy proposes workshops and 
courses on a variety of subjects leading to the improve-
ment of the quality of retail trading. MKB Noord, the local 
employers’ organisation, has also developed a series of sup-
port systems intended for business managers.

In the medium term, the Groningen City Club’s objective is 
to improve the professionalisation of these retailers by insis-
ting, for example, on training in the following areas: 

¿¿¿¿¿  The importance of the relationship with the customer

¿¿¿¿¿  The advantage of differentiation and know-how 

¿¿¿¿¿  The layout and visibility of the shops (physically and on 
the social media)

¿¿¿¿¿  The importance of storytelling

¿¿¿¿¿  The advantages and disadvantages of the new techno-
logies
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Indeed, the platforms are one of the tools for regenerating 
town centres just as they are that of the local commer-
cial rebirth in Europe, for the simple reason that retailing, 
whether small or large, is increasingly dependent on fl ows 
of data and that they are the compulsory vector for enabling 
the increased visibility of these various structures. 

Thus, several solutions exist for using the local data; the 
most effi cient of these include the applications that enable 
consumers to input a certain number of criteria in order 
to receive a selection of shops, which are geo-located and 
which orient them towards these sales outlets.

It is appropriate to highlight the importance of the availabi-
lity of these platforms for the retail industry, which enable 
its members to have access to a broader market. The local 
authorities will have a crucial role to play in the implemen-
tation of these local, effi cient and useful platforms for their 
local shops.

3 /  Prefer the sustainable development of 
town centres via the circular economy

The growth of the circular economy relies on the observa-
tion that in the 21st century, we no longer have the time to 
reason and act on short-term logic and actions. The climate 
changes and other environmental challenges such as increa-
sing population, depletion of natural resources, shortages in 
drinking water and disappearance of biodiversity, present a 
risk for the planet and therefore for our towns.

Thus, aware of these risks, all of the players in the towns 
are increasingly inclined to alter their conduct in order to 
reduce their impacts on the planet: 

¿¿¿¿¿  the public authorities invest on various levels (reno-
vation of housing, mobility, waste management and 
recycling, public lighting, etc.), 

¿¿¿¿¿  businesses and shops make their activities more sus-
tainable, whether in their relations with their suppliers 
(reduction of waste produced in the supply chain, 
increase of efficiency of products), in their own activi-
ties (renovation of offices and shops to reduce energy 
consumption, more ecological transport, recycling and 
reuse), or with their customers (information via labels, 
varied, responsible and ethical offers, recyclable pro-
ducts, reusable products), 

The digital tools made available to the retailers: 
display window sites and market places such as Shop’In

The display window sites and marketplaces provide visibility for all the commercial activities in a 
given geographic area, like the various Shop’in sites in Brussels, Kortrijk, Charleroi or Huy in Belgium. 
This kind of site implies a strong involvement on the part of the retailers and an extremely dynamic 
management by its administrators.34

Training of retailers in digital tools

An effective training method for retailers was implemented by the CoSto network in Paris. The network 
offers retailers the possibility of experimenting with digital solutions in their shop at no cost and for 
several months. These solutions are proposed by digital start-ups and concern, for example, loyalty 
operations or customer recruitment.
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¿¿¿¿¿  the consumers ask to know more about the environ-
mental and social impact of the products and services 
available to them to help them make informed choices 
and attempt to reduce waste.

The European Union thus has an important role to play in 
assisting and supporting this societal and cultural trans-
formation, which is necessary in order to protect the 
population and the competitiveness of firms on a medium 
and long-term basis.

Several actions may therefore be implemented on a Euro-
pean level to act in favour of a low carbon and circular 
economy, at all levels, by coordinating the economic and 
environmental policies transparently and efficiently, which 
represent an opportunity for innovation, development of 
opportunities and jobs in all Member States.

C | Innovative proposals shared by all to develop local economies

1 / The local multiplier effect

Several studies published over recent years and in particular 
those of Michael Shuman, Economist and Expert on issues 
regarding communities, suggest that local firms and shops 
contribute more to the economic development than large 
companies attracted to the territories by tax or financial 
incentives such as large chains of shops and franchises.35 

Indeed, these firms generally contribute more to what is 
known as the “local multiplier effect”. This indicator cor-
responds to the territories’ ability to maintain and circulate 
locally-produced wealth. 

These results may seem paradoxical, as the smaller firms 
and shops, the majority of which are managed locally, often 
pay lower salaries and offer fewer financial benefits to their 
employees than the larger firms (even though this difference 
is tending to decrease).

Therefore, even if these firms and shops contribute less to 
the local economy in terms of volumes of wages than the 
foreign companies, they provide more support for the local 
economy by using the services of local suppliers more often 
or by contributing directly with local organisations, which 
emphasises the redistribution of the wealth in the economy 
and enables the creation of new income and new jobs.

In this respect, in order to develop the territories, it is not 
enough to attract large companies; it is also important to 
have a strong local economic circuit, that is varied and 
complementary between the sectors of the local economy 
(personal goods, home goods, services, health care, etc.).

Knowledge of the local multiplier effect will enable to deve-
lop a list of actions to improve or consolidate it. Maximising 
the local multiplier effect equates to ensuring more vibrant, 
diverse territories.

The aim here is that each town centre is equipped with a 
digital platform for measuring the local multiplier effect. 
This measurement and monitoring tool will enable to:

¿¿¿¿¿  Orient producers and distributors to the most active 
local markets;

¿¿¿¿¿  Communicate in a new way with investors and deve-
lopers of external projects by emphasising local 
opportunities;

¿¿¿¿¿  Encourage local businesses to respond to local demand 
through innovative measures;

¿¿¿¿¿  Share best practices.
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2 /  Pollinating businesses: the development 
of effi cient local entrepreneurship 

“A pollinating business is one whose mission is to sup-
port local entrepreneurship.”  This concept, also inspired 
by Michael Shuman, is based on the idea that although 
businesses sometimes receive occasional support from the 
local authorities, Chambers of Commerce and Industry or 
state services, this only lasts a certain time and stops once 
the funding runs out, which does not enable to support the 
local economy on a long-term basis.  

However, certain firms, pollinating business, commit to 
contributing usefully to the development of local entre-
preneurship, by providing their added value to other local 
businesses, thus reinforcing the global ecosystem on a long-
term basis. This mission may be perceived as a responsibility, 
a commitment on behalf of businesses to support the wel-
fare of relevant stakeholders and of the territories in which 
they are implanted. 

By supporting the emergence of entrepreneurial projects 
which respond to local needs with local resources (goods 
and services, human resources, raw materials, fi nancial sup-
port, etc.), the pollinating business contributes to a transition 
towards more sustainable, inclusive, and collaborative local 
economies. This pollinating mission contributes in turn to 
the nourishment of the economic model, strategy, and orga-
nisation of the business, until it becomes its main objective. 

There are several categories of pollinating businesses, 
sometimes without even knowing it. It may, for example, 
be a law fi rm that assists local businesses with legal issues. 
Other examples may fall within the management of space, 
trade, training, funding or partnerships.

Thus, the reinvention of local economic development will 
not guarantee the success of each town centre. In the end, 
this will depend on the skills, background, local culture, but 
it is clear that each community that invests in pollinating 
businesses may reasonably expect to create more jobs, 
income and prosperity and improve its inhabitants’ quality 
of life, which sets the basis for several other initiatives in the 
sectors of health, housing or energy.

Example of the town of Preston 
in the United Kingdom

In 2011, Preston was severely affected by poverty, 
social inequality and a reduction by half of its 
funding from the British government. Instead of 
turning for further help to external sources, the 
town joined forces with the CLES (Centre for 
Local Economic Strategies), a think tank located 
in Manchester. The CLES performed a study invol-
ving 6 institutions in Preston, including the town 
hall, the university, the police and the hospital, 
and observed that only 5% of total expenditure 
was maintained at local level.

The town council and the CLES set up a new eco-
nomic development strategy, enabling to reorient 
annual expenditure of these institutions towards 

local fi rms, whether by implementing procure-
ment processes or by creating local cooperatives. 

The CLES highlighted that for each pound spent 
in a local fi rm, 63 pence would be reinjected into 
the local economy, whereas this amount would 
only be 40 pence for a foreign company.

In 5 years, this strategy enabled to bring 74 
million pounds to the town’s economy and 204 
million pounds to the county of Lancashire. 
Furthermore, this work enabled the population 
to understand the importance of keeping local 
retailers and tradesmen.
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D | Definition of a European policy in favour of town centres

TOWARDS A GLOBAL POLICY36 

The EU has no competence in matters regarding town poli-
cies. The European recommendations and programmes 
related to town policies are often dealt with through 
policies for which the EU does have authority, such as envi-
ronmental policies.

Various working memoranda published by the Commission 
agree on the idea that the Policy of the towns must cover 
two levels: at the level of the urban area as a whole and at 
the level of the districts in difficulty, mainly located in the 
suburbs. 

These two levels neglect the viability and vitality of the town 
centres which constitute the Gordian knot of the network 
town. The dynamics and creation of value must take place 
as part of an offensive prospect.

In order to structure a third level as part of the recommen-
dations in terms of good urban governance, three tools are 
essential:

¿¿¿¿¿  A vertical integration: creation of a representation struc-
ture of town centres on a European level;

¿¿¿¿¿  A horizontal integration: creation of a specific legal 
structure to supervise the development of public pri-
vate partnerships that are essential for integrating the 
various local players in order to manage the defined 
perimeter of the town centres;

¿¿¿¿¿  A specific and offensive financial support to develop the 
European town centres in their role as network node 
(short circuits, circular economy, etc.).

TOWARDS A SPECIFIC AGENDA FOR RETAIL 
SHOPS

The force of the Urban Agenda prompts us to request that it 
be completed by a specific section devoted to retail shops 
entitled “Retailing and town centres”, with the prospect of a 
more local vision of retailing, which becomes preponderant 
in relation to the circular and local economy. The working 
group that would take on this subject could work on the 
following issues:

 1 / Simplify regulations37 

The fragmentation of the regulations does not currently 
enable the implementation of a global common policy that 
would be beneficial for inner-city retailers. The issue is then 
to start simplifying, defragmenting and grouping together 
the common points so as to create a base for more efficient 
regulations. Among them are the following:

Commercial leases

The issue here is to adapt commercial leases to the reality of 
the situation and to strategic objectives. The development 
of new commercial concepts, such as pop-up shops and 
shared stores, implies looking into the legal solutions that 
should be adopted, without compromising the guarantees 
that the laws on commercial leases offer retailers.

Tax on vacant shops

The problem of vacant shops is particularly pronounced in 
areas where the cost of real estate is relatively high, such 
as in the main streets of medium-sized towns. Streets where 
economic growth is falling are strongly impacted by this 
situation. The owners keep the rent levels abnormally high 
for capitalistic reasons, with the risk of intensifying the num-
ber of vacant shops.

The development of the new concepts of retail parks also 
creates vacant shops along out-of-town main roads, in for-
mer warehouses in which the sales area generally exceeds 
400 sqm. These buildings age badly and often deteriorate 
very quickly.

Vacant shops are also very present in the intermediate 
districts and in the main streets of small towns where they 
concern small surface areas.
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In this context, imposing a tax on vacant premises seems 
to be a measure that would enable the problem of absent 
owners and abandoned premises to be addressed directly.

Such a tax exists in Belgium, France and Canada. In France, 
a tax on vacant shops can be applied to any real-estate pro-
perty which has not been used for a business activity for at 
least two years. The tax, based on the estimated rental value 
of the vacant property, is subject to varying rates which go 
from 10% the first year to 15% the second year and 20% from 
the third year. The municipal authorities are also authorised 
to double these rates if necessary.

It would be relevant for a generalisation and harmonisation 
of this regulation to be discussed and tested at European 
level.

Fees – taxes allocated

Several existing systems require the need to make use of 
a dedicated tax logic or a “fee” arrangement, enabling the 
public authorities to collect taxes within a precise perimeter 
and to transfer the proceeds to a private or private-public 
organisation to perform specifically-defined missions within 
that perimeter. 

BUSINESS IMPROVEMENT DISTRICTS - BIDS

Developed and implemented in Canada and the USA in the 
1970s in order to have a multidisciplinary approach to urban 
revitalisation, the BID is a legal device enabling funds to be 
collected from all activities (independent professions, banks, 
estate agents, etc.) of the perimeter considered, with the 
exception of the residents, in order to improve the manage-
ment of a clearly defined urban area or district. 

Even though numerous variants exist in the way they are 
financed and operated, the English BIDs comply with precise 
rules defined in a document dated 2004 called “Statutory 
Instruments – The Business Improvement District (England) 
Regulations”. The BID is a not-for-profit organisation. Its 
Board of Directors is made up of private members and 
observer representative(s) from the public authorities.

The creation of a BID is often a long and complicated pro-
cess. It implies:

1.  A request made by economic stakeholders (retailers, 
business managers, real-estate owners) in the district or 
street in question, in particular with a view to the increase 
of the real-estate value,  

2.  The definition of a precise perimeter of action in agree-
ment with the local public authorities,

3.  The presentation of a strategic plan for a maximum of 5 
years38 and an operational plan accompanied by a budget 
forecast,

4.  The organisation of a vote of the stakeholders in question 
(in the case of victory of the planned BID in the elections, 
the public authorities receive a compulsory “contribution” 
from the players in question for financing the mechanism 
and return the income from the BID with the exception 
of the amount aiming at compensating the local public 
authorities for the work performed),

5.  The intervention of an oversight structure (Association 
of Town-Centres Management, British BIDs), indispen-
sable for this type of development, which is responsible 
for defining the intervention perimeters, validating the 
strategic plans, organising the elections and checking 
that the strategic plans are respected by the BIDs.

When the BID is in place, two situations can arise: either the 
BID subcontracts the operational work or it recruits its own 
personnel for the work. In the case of the British BIDs, they 
were created to fund town-centre management. In most 
cases, the BIDs continue to be financing structures and the 
town-centre management via a private-public partnership 
continues its field work with greater resources. 

We can see that in certain countries where there are no 
regulations on BIDs, like in Denmark or Sweden, alterna-
tive organisation models have been created, on a voluntary 
basis.
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Whether they are regulated or voluntary, all of these struc-
tures share the fact of working on all of the components 
of urban attractivity of the area in question (cleanliness, 
safety, mobility, housing, viability, green areas, quality of 
public areas, economic vitality, etc.) in order to increase its 
attractivity, and to increase commercial opportunities for 
the economic players.

A set of residences, businesses, shops, cafés, restaurants, 
hotels and administrative buildings ensures that the town 
centre remains alive at all hours of the day and night, thus 
contributing to reinforcing security in the area in question 
and its surroundings.

Finally, other development models have also been imple-
mented throughout Europe, such as the Environmental 
Improvement Zones, aiming at reinforcing the ecological 
sustainability of the areas in question.

Legislative and regulatory tools to encourage 
urban attractivity 

Several tools and as many incentives are currently little 
known or not known at all. This is the case, for example, of 
the renovation of facades, of the accommodation above the 
shops, of the regulations on brand names or the harmoni-
sation of terraces. 

It would undoubtedly be worth reducing the number of 
tools, simplifying them, planning them in time and with 
concertation, developing them with the stakeholders in the 
field, and finally, assessing them by using performance indi-
cators. 

Furthermore, in addition to the existing commercial offer, 
the markets, fairs and street sales that take place regularly 
in the heart of the towns and villages contribute greatly to 
the vitality of these places and attract many residents and 
tourists39.   

In order to respond to several requests from European street 
traders wishing to perform their activities in all Member 
States, it would be necessary to analyse the added value, 
feasibility and necessity of establishing a single admi-
nistrative document that would allow street trading and 
commercial activities to be performed throughout the Euro-
pean Union.40  

Information given in advance and during  
the course of long-term worksites 

Public works are a recurring problem for urban commerce. 
One solution used in the context of town-centre manage-
ment structures consists of validating the phasing of the 
works with the work contractor and then providing infor-
mation to the retailers by means of a worksite “gazette” 
recounting the assistance provided by the town-centre 
management to the service providers.  

This method enables the retailers to anticipate the works 
and get organised to reduce the negative impact on their 
commercial activities. The generalisation and harmoni-
sation of this kind of process is advisable at the level of 
the Member States. In addition, in accordance with the 
results of the study on the economic impact of public pro-
curement contracts in the context of the rehabilitation of 
industrial wasteland41, public procurement contracts are 
an acknowledged vector of economic development for 
businesses.

However, the businesses would prefer that a more efficient 
medium and long-term scheduling be organised. In the 
same way as the businesses, the retailers are also asking 
that potential worksites be scheduled and coordinated in 
order to be able to anticipate and organise their business. 
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2 /  Encourage the Member States to adopt 
specifi c measures for local shops 

This involves putting point 14 of the European Parliament’s 
Resolution of December 2013 into practice, which asks for 
“a climate favourable to small, independent shops, which 
are typically established in town centres, by lowering energy 
rates – including for signs illuminated by night – and rents 
via public-private partnerships, and by introducing business 
rate discounts on local charges for small businesses and 
independent retailers”.

The Rapporteur Mr. Dennis De Jong (GUE NGL – Nether-
lands) also emphasised that while “spatial policies may not 
discriminate on economic grounds, there may be grey areas 
though, whenever local authorities wish to promote the high 
streets in town and town centres”.

3 /  Introduce mixed governance when 
drawing up European schemes

Special attention must be paid to the participation of the 
towns and of the most representative economic players 
for the preparation, scheduling, management and gover-
nance of strategic programmes, such as national reform 
programmes, partnership agreements and operational pro-
grammes. 

The new governance method must associate the local level 
and the business federations in question more closely in all 
stages of the political cycle so as to move the policies closer 
to the realities of the environment and make them more 
coherent and responsive towards the constant changes in 
urban areas. 

4 /  Re-evaluate the policy on shop 
establishment to give priority to 
projects aimed at what already exists

The European Parliament resolution of December 2013 
asked “local and regional authorities to adopt a balanced 
approach, taking into account the fact that in many regions, 
especially in view of the economic crisis, the saturation point 
has already been reached” as regards shopping centres esta-
blished outside town centres.”

This does not mean restricting the right of establishment. 
In some areas in Europe, the development of these shop-
ping areas, of which many are on the outskirts of towns, may 
meet with a real economic need. 

However, in several countries, the creation of new square 
metres of shopping area does not meet with a real demand, 
in light of a saturation of the market, or with an evolution in 
the population and their purchasing habits. Moreover, this 
adds to the existing competition with e-commerce, further 
undermining the town centres and threatening the jobs 
located there.41  

A spatial development policy on a European level is thus 
necessary in order to ensure that the new projects target 
existing surfaces, whether they are unoccupied premises in 
the town centres or shop vacancies on the outskirts, without 
creating new structures. 
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5 /  Vote a clear separate budget line 
in the European Parliament for the 
urban and economic regeneration 
of town-centre retail shops

The report of Parliament’s Internal Market Commission 
considered in 2011 that “incentives to renovate the urban 
building stock, also by using the Structural Funds, could 
enable rents to be reduced (public-private partnership) and 
could facilitate the return of businesses, particularly local 
ones, which are instrumental to economic and social deve-
lopment”. 

The European Union budget must contain a specifi c bud-
get line for the regeneration of town centres that are in 
difficulty, with the publication of easily understandable 
programmes, disseminated nationally and not just locally, 
for a better identifi cation by the national players in charge 
of these issues (especially business federations and associa-
tions of elected offi cials).
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Example of the Netherlands 
and  their  “Retail Agenda”42

The Retail Agenda of the Netherlands, launched 
in 2015 by the Ministry for Economy, is a docu-
ment that defi nes the commercial development 
policy on a national level.

This initiative responds to the observation that 
before 2015, 20% of the existing commercial sur-
face area was in excess. The reduction of these 
shopping areas was therefore the condition for 
guaranteeing a better future for the town-centre 
shops and in particular for the SMEs.

This document also enabled to distinguish 
between the town centres with potential for 
commercial development and those without 
potential. Thus, investments must be made in 
these so-called “promising” towns whereas the 
other towns must be requalified as residential 
areas or business zones.
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CONCLUSION

The revitalization of town centres through independent retail and local entrepreneurship will be 
one of the major challenge of the next European mandate. Indeed, the desertifi cation of town 

centers, whose causes and mechanisms have now been fully identifi ed, have consequences in the 
United Kingdom (Brexit), in France and in Belgium (‘Yellow Vest’ protests), in the Netherlands, in Italy, 
in Poland and in Hungary, in a brutal and threatening way. All Europe is affected by these social and 
territorial inequalities that national policies have failed to reduce effi ciently.

With the perspective of the next European mandate, it seems necessary that this phenomenon should 
be integrated into European policies in a much more effective way than before. It is the aim of the 
various civil society players, the academic world and EU institutions that have been involved in this 
European White Paper.

Initiatives aiming to promote vitality in town centres emerged almost everywhere, demonstrating 
the urgency of a concerted action in order to overcome differences and allow effi cient and concrete 
results. It is the backbone of European town centers that has to be created. The proposals are based 
on the observation of the level of town centres’ vitality and on the modernization of retail businesses. 
They are also based on innovative and collaborative approaches.

Their goal is to strengthen the social, economic and territorial cohesion in Europe and add value to 
the Urban Agenda objectives initiated in 2016. It is a starting point to allow the implementation of 
common tools, common landmarks and share of good practices to fi ght against this scourge which 
threatens the foundations of our European democracies. Thus, the future of Europe is now at stake 
in a world that is undergoing profound changes and whose new face is still not fully known. It is time 

to take action!
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