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High streets are our curated communities. They are 
inclusive, one of the only genuine meeting places of
different generations. They can feed us. They can entertain 
us, day and night. A place to escape the house. Home to more 
plants and green spaces, they can improve air quality. They 
can educate us, teach us new things. They can support us, 
socially and medically. They can make us more healthy, as 
we walk and cycle there regularly. A place to shop. A place 
of celebration and festivity. A place to protest and voice our 
opinions. An opportunity for enterprise and new business 
ideas. A space for creativity to showcase local talent. A place 
of possibility, to do your best work. A space for events.  A 
place to stop and catch up with friends. A place to sit and 
watch the world go by. Somewhere to bump into a neighbour. 
Our high streets are more important than we realise.



For years the narrative of the nationwide demise of high streets and traditional shopping centres 
has been well documented. This has been driven predominantly by growing consumer reliance on 
online shopping, the increasing lack of relevance of the traditional retail offering, compounded with 
rising business rates and overheads. The result of which is that many traditional retail business 
models are no longer viable and many commercial units are now under-utilised, lying vacant. 
 
Why now?

It’s clear that in recent months our attention has shifted from the bustle of urban centres and the 
immediate surrounding of our city offices to be much closer to home. There is a new found reliance on 
hyper local amenity, particularly for people without cars. Green spaces, woodlands and inner city parks 
within walking or cycling distance are a refuge. More than anything these have become primary social 
destinations to meet and catch up with friends and family.

Cycling numbers have been on the increase with many retailers reporting spikes in demand over the 
Summer. The emergency lockdown proved very quickly the importance and value of outdoor amenity 
space to support mental well-being. Many estate agents have also noted a specific demand for and 
value placed on private external amenity space. 

The way we work has fundamentally changed. In April 2020,  the Office for National Statistics announced 
that 49.2% of adults in employment were working from home as a result of the social distancing measures 
introduced in response to the public health crisis. While this figure will reduce as offices reopen again, 
established flexible working procedures will mean there will be a new critical mass of people working 
either at home or locally to where they live.

We believe this tipping point will bring a renewed localism and community purpose back to our high 
streets.

Where are the opportunities for high streets to evolve?

High streets are very particular and complex environments where public spaces and private investments 
meet the community. There are often many stakeholders with conflicting interests. Developing and 
implementing coherent strategies for the future of these spaces each have unique challenges. 

As the boundaries between places of work and leisure become more indistinguishable we can see the 
same trend happening in retail. Programmed retail spaces have begun adapting to focus less on selling 
products and more on providing experience.  A flexible approach to planned retail spaces and encouraging 
developments that allow a mix of activities is the new paradigm.

There is an opportunity for, better curated high streets to serve the community; vibrancy through a mix of 
activities; tapping in to a day and night time economy; using retail as a tool for placemaking;  creating a 
test bed for new business models; utilisation of unused rooftop spaces;  more social and green spaces; 

reallocation of road space and shared surfaces to give priority to the pedestrian and cyclist experience; 
extensive greening and planting; a sustainable approach to operations and new development; relocation 
of council services and local hubs for city based businesses.

In many cases, to benefit from these opportunities will require particularly radical re-imagination and the 
implementation of some bold new ideas. An open and collaborative approach between private landlords, 
local authorities and the local community is essential.

Ultimately a thriving high street brings far reaching benefits to the local community; including diversity, 
inclusivity and greater well-being. It also brings much needed security and value for landlords and 
businesses.

2050 Climate Emergency: Green high streets

In June 2019 the former Prime Minister made a commitment for the UK to be carbon neutral by 2050. 
There is no doubt that this will mean change for the way towns and cities countrywide are designed and 
used. In order for the UK to genuinely meet this commitment, nothing short of extensive change will be 
required in many cases. 

Using recent momentum as catalyst for change we see opportunities amongst other things for, radical 
greening to help reduce urban heat island effect; the adaptation and upgrading of existing buildings;  
improving air quality; improving walkability and cycling infrastructure; developing sustainable servicing 
strategies for businesses; reducing waste through a circular local economy.

What is our aim?

As Architects we believe high streets play a vital role in strengthening local communities and will have 
more social relevance than ever in a post Covid world.

Our aim is to contribute to the wider conversation and discourse on the future of UK high streets at a 
time that we believe is opportunistic for forward thinking local authorities and landlords to take action.

In this document, we have explored a number of case studies, both inside and outside of the UK, where 
we believe particular locations or spaces are precedent to the way high streets could be best developed 
for the future. Using examples of high streets already short listed for the £1billion Future High Streets 
Fund, we have tested a number of principles for adaptations to different scales of high street. We feel 
these principles could be adopted in a number of different locations around the UK.

An additional £50 million ‘Reopening High Streets Safely Fund’ has also been made available to local 
authorities in England to help businesses re-open and welcome back customers. The existence of these 
high value funds highlights the impetus of Government to restructure high streets and the importance 
placed on making them successful.

WHY ARE HIGH STREETS CHANGING?
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HIGH STREETS 2020 FUTURE HIGH STREETS

Our future vision of a thriving high street is one of sustainability and vibrancy in which public space 
and opportunities for socialising are primary The linear diagram becomes expansive as the high 
street permeates into the surrounding community and becomes a place to live, work and play.

The cycling and pedestrian experience is prioritised above vehicular access. Community and garden 
spaces are integrated externally and internally.

The draw for visitors is varied and changing to meet the needs of the community. Mixed activity spaces 
contribute to a natural day and night economy and compliment traditional retail.

Not all high streets are in equal decline, in some instances they are thriving, but the overall trend 
is a negative one. Many high streets today function predominantly as a linear thoroughfare for 
vehicles and pedestrians with fixed, separated retail spaces and limited opportunities for lingering 
or socialising.

The draw for visitors relies predominantly on traditional food and retail offerings open at limited times 
of the day. Access to the high street is reliant on driving without dedicated cycling infrastructure.
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CASE STUDIES

Every street has a different context with varying cultural, socio-economic, geographical 
issues but, fundamentally, great high streets are all about putting people and communities 
first. By working with landlords, local government and the local community to create 
dedicated space for social and lingering activities we can develop genuine destinations 
for people and not just transitional thoroughfares.

This series of case studies analyse particular locations that we believe in some way 
create a successful experience for pedestrians and contain lessons that can be applied 
to the evolution of failing high streets in the UK.

“In a Society becoming steadily more privatized with private homes, cars, computers, 
offices and shopping centers, the public component of our lives is disappearing. It is more 
and more important to make the cities inviting, so we can meet our fellow citizens face to 
face and experience directly through our senses. Public life in good quality public spaces 
is an important part of a democratic life and a full life.”

- Jan Gehl
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Oud West, Amsterdam is a local, multicultural neighbourhood that borders the city centre. Located in 
the area is a former tram depot from the early 1900s, where the first electric trams were maintained. 
This redundant, light industrial space situated behind the high streets was converted to De Hallen, 
a vibrant, mixed-activity cultural complex. The network of cavernous old, top-lit workshops house 
an international food hall,  three restaurants, a library, a cinema and a boutique hotel. Since opening 
in 2015, De Hallen has been a popular destination, drawing locals and tourists alike out of the city 
centre.

Area: 9.89 km2  /  3.82 sq.mi
Population: 142,728

Density: 14,000/km2  /  37,000/sq.miv

De Hallen re-imagines redundant and underutilised private space as an extension of the public high 
street. Despite being situated behind and being cut off from the high street, the complex leverages 
a number of small cut throughs to filter visitors into the rear spaces. This creates new pedestrian 
routes and places for people to stop and spend time in the area. A bustling events space hosts a 
changing programme of events and activities, such as the Local Goods Weekend Market, that reflect 
the local multi-cultural community and compliment the more traditional shops and commercial 
establishments on the adjacent roads.

Why is it future high streets ready?

DE HALLEN, OUD WEST, AMSTERDAM.

Image Credit: Top Left: Maarten Essenburg 
Bottom Left: uniquevenuesofamsterdam.com
Right: burovanstigt.nl
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BEYOĞLU STREETS, ISTANBUL.

Beyoğlu is a district on the European side of Istanbul separated from the ‘old city’ by the Golden 
Horn. The region has been inhabited since the 7th century BC and many of the streets are made up of 
historic buildings with more contemporary additions added over time. The area is hilly, consisting of 
many narrow, cobbled streets with single direction traffic. Shops line much of the extremely narrow 
pavements at street level with dense residential accommodation above. 

Area: 8.66 km2  /  3.34 sq.mi
Population: 246,152

Density: 28,000/km2  /  74,000sq.mi

While there isn’t much space for pedestrians in the traditional sense, the Turkish cafe culture 
activates the ground floor and brings the street scene to life. Many of the shop fronts are designed 
with adaptability in mind. They open up during the warmer months to create an extension of the 
public street with flexible seating spilling out on to pavements and, in some cases, roads. In the cooler 
months, covered heated spaces still allow the option for visitors to spend time outside. Despite the 
limited space, the design of these shopfronts allow opportunities for people to stop and spend time 
in the area and still engage with the adjacent public space and passersby. 

Why is it future high streets ready?

Image Credit: Google Street View
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The Tooting and Broadway Market are two of London’s oldest and largest indoor markets housing 
a huge variety of local shops, stalls, restaurants, bars and other small businesses. These spaces 
celebrate the diverse local community and cater for a stream of visitors, all year round, day and night.

TOOTING MARKET, WANDSWORTH, LONDON.

Area: 34.26 km2  / 13.23 sq.m
Population: 329,677

Density: 9,600/km2  /  25,000/sq.mi.

Both Tooting Market and Broadway Market leverage under-utilised space behind the main shopping 
parade. This otherwise redundant space creates an extension of the high street, creating an 
opportunity for pedestrians to stay a while and spend more time in the area. The markets create a 
mixed, day and night economy. This ultimately attracts more visitors and creates opportunities for 
expanded revenue streams for existing local businesses. The market spaces are a lot more informal 
than the traditional retail and create a vibrancy through their diverse offerings.

Why is it future high streets ready?

Image Credit: Left: countryandtownhouse.co.uk
Right: Alamy stock photo
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De Pijp is a relatively low density, cosmopolitan area to the south of Amsterdam city centre. One 
of the most famous and busiest open air street markets in the Netherlands, Albert Cuyp Market is 
located in De Pijp. The market began as an ad hoc collection of street traders that was formalised 
into a market in 1905. Initially only open one evening a week it’s popularity grew and it is now open six 
days a week, attracting tourists and locals alike. Market traders reflecting the diversity of the local 
population sell everything from fresh produce to home ware and clothes. 

Albert Cuypstraat also houses a number of traditional retail units located behind the market and the 
Bazar, an iconic old church converted into a food venue.  The market compliments the existing retail 
spaces who no doubt benefit from the additional influx of visitors.

ALBERT CUYPSTRAAT, DE PIJP, AMSTERDAM.

Area: 1.672 km2  

Population: 10,940
Density: 6,643/km2 

Outdoor markets have existed for as long as humans have engaged in trade. The form of a market 
will always depend on local population, culture and climate but the principles remain the same - 
a temporary and flexible retail use that can be packed up at the end of any given day. This type of 
flexibility means that, for the high street, a space can grow and contract to changing programme 
of events creating a vibrancy and dynamism that doesn’t exit with static retail spaces. A mix of 
outdoor, indoor and external covered spaces are attractive year round.

Why is it future high streets ready?

Image Credit: Top Left: cityseeker.com
Bottom Left: Google Street View
Right: amsterdamwiki.nl
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Through the heart of Peckham, one of the most ethnically diverse areas of the UK, runs Rye Lane. 
Historically dubbed “the Oxford Street of South London”, it was a major Victorian shopping street 
housing 20th Century department stores. The street has adapted over time to become a mixture of 
small independent businesses and retailers with a strong community feel. The street is a very busy 
vehicular thoroughfare with two lane traffic and narrow pavements. There is very little opportunity 
for external seating or for pedestrians to stop and spend time along the street. There is no formal 
cycle infrastructure or greenery.

Rye Lane houses a number of mixed activity venues including Market Peckham, a seven storey former 
church converted into a mixed activity community hub and workspace.

MARKET PECKHAM, RYE LANE, PECKHAM, LONDON.

Market Peckham creates a much needed ‘extension’ of the limited public space along the high street. 
The initial proposal to convert the building to flats received 15,000 signatures registering an objection. 
The consultation process subsequently revealed strong local interest in the development of their high 
street and residents wanted to see their town centre develop in a way that fostered business growth. 
The success of the development was borne out of a collaborative approach between landlord, local 
residents and Southwark council. 

Rye Lane has been closed to vehicles since July 2020 to allow social distancing. This itself is a huge 
opportunity to test opportunities for a future thinking, pedestrian focused public high street.

Area: 0.859 km2  

Population: 14,493
Density: 16,769/km2  

Why is it future high streets ready?

Image Credit: Left: Ryan Peltier
Top Right: Google Street View
Bottom Right: Gumtree
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SHEINKIN STREET, WHITE CITY, TEL AVIV.

Sheinkin Street is located in Tel Aviv’s ‘White City’, an UNESCO World Heritage Site. The area is noted 
as being an outstanding example of new town planning and architecture in the early 20th Century.  As 
a typical Tel Aviv street, Sheinkin features deep pavements and single direction traffic. Over the years 
the street has become renowned for it’s unique cafés and eateries and has become a focal point for 
the hustle and bustle and cafe culture of the city.

Shops and businesses line much of the ground floor with more dense residential accommodation 
above. There are dedicated cycle lanes and infrastructure and a defined “street life zone”, activting 
the pavements.

Many of the shop fronts are designed with adaptability in mind. They open up to create a natural 
extension of the public street with flexible seating spilling out on to pavements. There is variation in 
the ground floor building line, utilising covered colonnades or large overhangs/ retractable canopies 
to shelter visitors from the weather. These spaces allow opportunity for visitors to stop and spend 
time in the area all year round. 

Over the past year Tel Aviv-Yafo Municipality have shut Sheinkin Street to vehicle traffic on Fridays 
with a view to expand pedestrian only areas on this and adjacent streets. This is part of a wider policy 
to prioritise pedestrian, personal and public transport experience.

Area: 52 km2  

Population: 451,520
Density: 8,600/km2  

Why is it future high streets ready?

Image Credit: Top Left: Google Street View
Others: touryourway.com
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While not located on a conventional high street, Granby Winter Garden is a communal winter garden 
in the midst of a row of terraced houses.  It was developed as a community-owned space and houses 
a shared indoor garden, meeting and events space and artist studios. The flexible space provides 
opportunity for a changing variety of activities. It’s success comes from converting redundant space 
into a social amenity. Where additional residential accommodation was not needed on the road, 
genuine social value was added instead. The opportunity to add greenery and planting between 
buildings where perhaps there is not room externally on the street itself is also of great value.

In the instance of the high street, redundant shopping units could be re-purposed as social or green 
spaces that encourage visitors and increase footfall for surrounding businesses.

GRANBY WINTER GARDEN, LIVERPOOL.

Brighton & Hove council have been sharing their town hall space with Platf9rm since 2017, an 
independent co-working community of businesses and creatives. The building now houses a rolling 
programme of events and a cafe which is open to the public. 

Bringing local governmental services on to the high street is a great way for local authorities to lead 
by example and set the standard for change, be it social or environmental. Combining traditional 
governmental or even private offices with a public facing function is an opportunity to for organisations 
to become truly embedded in a community they serve.

BRIGHTON & HOVE TOWN HALL / PLATF9RM, BRIGHTON.

Why is it future high streets ready? Why is it future high streets ready?

Image Credit: assmblestudio.co.uk Image Credit: Emma Croman
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“A city sidewalk by itself is nothing. It is an abstraction. It means something only in 
conjunction with the buildings and other uses that border it, or border other sidewalks 
very near it. The same might be said of streets, in the sense that they serve other purposes 
besides carrying wheeled traffic in their middles. Streets and their sidewalks, the main 
public places of a city, are its most vital organs”

- Jane Jacobs

FUTURE HIGH STREETS

Following this series of case studies we have extracted certain principles that show us 
what already works well in successful high streets. In order to explore these ideas further, 
we have chosen three high streets we believe are not fulfilling their potential as public 
spaces and tested principles for adaptations through a series of sketches that highlight 
opportunities for change. 

These three high streets are short listed amongst 100 UK towns to benefit from the 
Future High Streets Fund. The £1 billion Fund was initiated to help renew and reshape 
high streets and towns centres to drive growth, improve visitor experience and ensure 
future sustainability,  The  fund will support over 100 high streets to make improvements 
and will hopefully be an invaluable catalyst for many more to adpot new ideas.
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RAMSGATE HIGH STREET, THANET.

Ramsgate is a seaside town with a seasonal economy. It has a traditional, retail focused high street. 
The high street itself is varied in width and scale with some pedestrianised areas and designated 
areas for planting and seating. In some areas there is a particularly linear and narrow thoroughfare 
with little space for pedestrians. Where buildings are close together there is limited opportunity for 
sunlight, planting and greenery.

CURRENT

Area: 8.26 km2  

Population: 42,306
Density: 5,122/km2  

Top Left: Michaelsbookshop.com
Bottom Left: Google Street View
Bottom Right: Tolga Akmen via Getty Images
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RAMSGATE HIGH STREET, THANET.

We have imagined the ‘Ramsgate Market’, which could house a changing programme of mixed activity 
and showcase local talent and independent businesses. Flexible uses can also expand and contract 
to the changing demands of a seasonal economy. In the Winter these  same areas can be covered and 
heated. There is potential for additional excavation to increase space and light. 

Externally new street lighting and a consistent signage/branding strategy would bring a stronger 
identity to the parade. Opportunities for additional planting and greenery could be explored.

We can draw similarity in Ramsgate with some of the narrow, cobbled streets found in Istanbul. 
Where there is very limited public space on the street there is an opportunity for the streetscape to 
bleed into the ground floor units. Pedestrian spaces can be expanded by carving out redundant retail 
area at ground floor. 

FUTURE

Learning from Istanbul
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PUTNEY HIGH STREET, WANDSWORTH, LONDON.

Area: 34.3 km2  

Population: 329,677
Density: 9,622/km2  

CURRENT

Top Left: Evening Standard
Bottom Left: Google Street View
Bottom Right: Yourlocalguardian.co.uk
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Putney high street is the principal shopping centre in the area with good public transport links. It is a 
wide and busy road with almost no planting and a focus on infrastructure for vehicles. 

The street suffers from heavy traffic and associated pollution and noise. It is a poor pedestrian space 
with a lack of social spaces and places to stop along the high street. There is a mix of programmed 
office, retail and food offerings with some vacant units and a high proportion of charity shops.



PUTNEY HIGH STREET, WANDSWORTH, LONDON. FUTURE

Learning from Tel Aviv
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We imagine Putney High Street as a pedestrian prioritised zone with a shared surface between road 
and pavement.  Widened public spaces with planting used as a barrier/separation from traffic and a 
dedicated cycle infrastructure. Unused roof tops could be re-purposed for planting and public space.   
Passive overlooking and surveillence at first floor level serve to create a safer envirnoment.

More flexible planning use classes and alternative, mixed-activity development combining retail 
and leisure function will promote a day/night economy. As an example of this, we have imagined the 
‘Putney Glasshouse’, a garden centre/well-being workspace and cafe. 

Sheinkin Street, Tel Aviv and Putney High Street are both relatively wide streets flanked by 3-4 storey 
buildings. Utilising wide pavements, there are opportunities for external covered areas to encourage 
visitors to stop and spend time on the street all year round. Active and adaptable street frontages 
and seating create space for businesses to spill-out. 

Dedicated cycle infrastructure and a phased reduction in the speed and volume of vehicular traffic 
shifts the focus towards the pedestrian experience and makes for a healthier high street.



BROADWALK, HARLOW, ESSEX.

Area: 30.54 km2  

Population: 87,067
Density: 2,836/km2  

CURRENT

Top Left: essexlive.news
Bottom Left: Epping Forest Guardian 
Bottom Right: essexlive.news
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Harlow was ranked by Zoopla in 2020 to one of the most affordable outer-London commuter towns. 
This local narrative focuses on proximity to the big city and less on what the local area has to offer 
as a place in it’s own right.  Broadwalk is a traditional pedestrian, main shopping high street with 
a mixture of large format retail units and an indoor mall with offices at upper levels. It has been 
considered a bit of a ‘ghost town’ in recent years with many of the units lying empty and redundant. 
Aesthetically, grey, monolithic facades with no active use above ground floor, little or no planting or 
greenery and a sporadic seating do not create an inviting space to socialise and spend time. 



BROADWALK, HARLOW, ESSEX. FUTURE

Learning from Amsterdam
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As expansive, city-centre corporate offices are swapped for local and home working, we would 
promote the opportunity for more flexible local office shared with community space/hub. We imagine 
a reduction in costs with lower outer-city rents, more social benefits and a better connection to the 
local community.

The adaptation of large format retail units allows access for smaller brands and more active street 
frontages with seating and space for businesses to spill out at both ground/first floor. There is 
opportunity to utilise roof tops for planting and public space. We imagine a linear park combining 
seating with integrated planting and flexible social spaces suitable for events and performance. A 
consistent signage and lighting strategy would be an opportunity to create an identity for the area.

Both pedestrianised retail streets, Albert Cyupstraat and Harlow Broadwalk relate in scale, proportion 
and function. Temporary, programmed social or retail activities are a proven way to draw visitors to 
an area. This street in Amsterdam benefits from residential use at upper levels, providing natural 
passive surveillance. There are channels of pedestrians moving at different speeds and a natural 
hierarchy of social activity.
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