
 

 

 

Falmouth defies The Good, The Bad and the (very) Ugly in national retail 

New initiatives help Cornish coastal town achieve among lowest vacancy rates in the UK  

 

Despite the huge challenges of the current retail recession, the port town of Falmouth in 
Cornwall is bucking high street trends and more than holding its own whilst an average of 
14% of retail sites in UK towns are currently vacant.  A recent report has highlighted the 
stark polarisation of the UK’s retail market but joint efforts from the Falmouth Business 
Improvement District (BID), Falmouth Town Council  and Falmouth Town Manager are 
having really positive effects.  Falmouth’s vacant unit levels are well below national average, 
running at 6.6% and furthermore, a number of local and national retailers are considering 
new properties or upgrades to their current stores to ensure their Falmouth business is as 
strong as it possibly can be.  
 
The national retail survey The Good, the Bad, and the (very) Ugly recently reviewed the 
shop vacancy figures of 1,000 towns and cities, and found that in the worst cases, one in 
three shops stand empty. The report also shows an increasing gap between the best and 
worse performing towns. 
 
However, the Falmouth BID has recently spearheaded a campaign to get both David 
Cameron and Mary Portas (who has been engaged by the Government to report on what is 
needed to save the British High Street) to take notice of initiatives running in Falmouth.  
Despite the fact that Falmouth is one of the lowest retail vacancy areas, the Falmouth BID 
team is pressing the Portas team to recognise and push for change on a number of key 
restrictions that are limiting its growth.  In a letter to her and the Prime Minister, BID 
Chairman Nigel Carpenter recently wrote: 
 
I would like to share with you and Ms Portas five key areas and possible measures (although 
not exhaustive) that we (the Falmouth BID) believe would significantly help to save OUR High 
Street (based on extensive consultation with over 400 businesses in the Falmouth area and 
beyond) in the hope that this illustrates our needs and those of various other towns across 
the country. These are as follows: 
 

1) Easy, free or low cost, flexible parking   
2) Co-ordinated, imaginative and well-integrated local public transport which meets the 

needs of customers and POTENTIAL customers 
3) Well-funded town management which form proper retail strategies and plans for the 

development of the High Street and the improvement of the shopping experience. 
4) Business rates need to be paid locally and kept local with businesses having a real say 

in how the business rates are spent. Successful businesses should not be penalised 

 



with massive rate increases. BID schemes should be expanded but funded from 
existing rates 

5) Cut VAT in half to 10% on retail/restaurants/hotels/tourism businesses  
 
Furthermore, we would be delighted if you and Mary Portas would consider a visit to 
Falmouth in the relatively near future, so that we could show you around Falmouth’s main 
areas, discuss the above proposals in more detail, and show you the many things we have 
been striving to do to make a positive difference to our town so far. Falmouth is 
geographically  ‘at the end of the line’ and we think this makes for an extremely real and 
insightful opportunity for you and Mrs Portas to see how retail operates at this great 
distance from Westminster.   
 
A key regional newspaper profiled the BID High Street campaign along with Mr Cameron’s 
response as headline news as the Falmouth BID continues to raise policy issues with 
Cornwall Council in addition to liaising extensively with Falmouth and Truro MP Sarah 
Newton. Falmouth BID Manager Richard Wilcox and Richard Gates the Falmouth Town 
Manager have recently been consulted on Cornwall Council’s car parking policy and had an 
input into discussions on business rates and public realm issues. 
 
The Falmouth BID has, in light of its High Street Campaign, received an invitation to attend 
an all-party working group on town centres at the Houses of Parliament in order to present 
ideas directly to MPs and Mary Portas. This will take place later in October.   
 
Falmouth’s drive and determination is quite clear.  For over a decade, the town has been 
steadily capitilising on its three pillar industries: the marine, education sector and tourism 
sectors and now the area is also realising its creative economy potential.  The constant 
development of University College Falmouth means that a ‘powerhouse’ of creative 
students move to Falmouth for their degrees and recent indicators show that around 20% of 
them decide to relocate to the town once graduated.  This trend has led to an impressive 
estimated 10% of local businesses, dedicated to design and creative outputs including 
interior designers, CGI specialists, graphic designers and a full range of furniture and fabric 
designer makers.   
 
And with one of the largest proliferations of maritime businesses within its harbour area in 
the south west, the range of specialist sea based businesses provide approximately 50% of 
the local marine related economic income valued at £250 million per annum and this key 
industry provides some 5,000 local jobs.  A recent contract signing means there is a new 
commitment which will see several Falmouth businesses leading the efforts for the 
European MERiFiC (Marine Energy in Far Peripheral and Island Communities) initiative. 
 
The Falmouth BID is now within its third year of a five year term and has been spearheading 
a range of new footfall driving events such as the Falmouth Spring Festival, whilst driving 
forward national PR and marketing initiatives for the town. Other innovative schemes have 
included a cruise ship campaign which has ensured that the lucrative cruise-liner footfall 
now has to pass through the retail areas of the town due to a new docking and departure 
system.  The BID has also created partner marketing arrangements with the Falmouth 
Shopper Card scheme and Falmouth Town Council, has rolled out an extensive business 



support and training programme and managed a host of public realm improvements.   
 
Falmouth BID Manager Richard Wilcox says: 
 
 “It has been illuminating to see the results of The Good, The Bad and the (very) Ugly report.  
Here in Falmouth our 400 BID businesses are finding the current recession, with the ongoing 
regional changes in policy and budgets as well as national business rate and VAT policy, 
extremely challenging.  Our role is to constantly be thinking ahead and spearheading a 
number of campaigns that fight back on behalf of our BID members and ensure Falmouth is 
as competitive and proactive as it possibly can be.  To know we are amongst the lowest 
vacancy rated mid-size towns in the country is, in some senses, comforting but this by no 
means indicates that we can be complacent.  Our specific Mary Portas High Street campaign 
has already garnered local and regional media and political support and we will continue to 
lobby for these critical changes.  This is the only way that we can ensure that our vacancy 
levels remain amongst the lowest in the country so that our retailers and local businesses 
continue to not only survive, but also to flourish, in these challenging times.” 
 
Richard Gates, Falmouth Town Manager added:  
 
“The recognition of Falmouth’s strong retail standing in this national report is encouraging 
however this is testament to the continual bedrock of strong partnership working, 
particularly between the Falmouth Town Council and Falmouth BID.   Working together, in a 
determined way, we are collectively realising the benefits of effective public/private 
partnerships and showing how both of these functions are vital if Falmouth is to continue 
moving forward. Furthermore we are focused on lowering our vacant unit rate even more, 
working effectively with landlords and agents to make that happen.” 
 

Ends 
Notes to editors: 
 
The five year Falmouth BID initiative has a number of priority areas, as laid out in its 
mandate, including marketing, events and business support.  
 
So far in 2011, Falmouth BID has instigated a new annual event, the very well received 
Falmouth Spring Festival, installed more town displays in the form of branded flags and 
bunting, instigated a variety of cruise passenger projects, designed and launched the 2011 
Visitor Map & Guide and worked in partnership with Cornwall Marine Network to offer 
Falmouth businesses, numerous free training days and business support workshops. 
 
Further info: 
www.falmouth.co.uk – official destination website for Falmouth 
Facebook - ‘Falmouth – spirit of the sea’ – official Falmouth Facebook page 
Twitter - @FalmouthBID – official Falmouth BID Twitter page 
 
Falmouth BID  

http://www.falmouth.co.uk/


The Falmouth Business Improvement District (BID) is a not-for-profit company that is 
charged with delivering a number of unique projects that aim to improve the trading 
environment of Falmouth.  

A Business Improvement District (BID) is a flexible funding mechanism that improves and 
manages a clearly defined commercial area.  It is based on the principle of an additional levy 
on all defined ratepayers, following a majority vote.  Following a successful vote, the levy 
becomes mandatory for all defined ratepayers.  

All local businesses now pay an annual levy of 1% of their rateable value, which gives a 
figure of £100k per year for five years to fund activity designed to increase footfall in the 
town, with a particular focus on marketing activity. Richard Wilcox is the BID Manager who 
oversees and drives forward the programme along with a Board of Volunteer Directors. 
 
For more information about the Falmouth BID visit www.falmouth.co.uk/media.   
 

http://www.falmouth.co.uk/media

