Dear Council Leader,

The recommendations by Mary Portas have received a glowing endorsement from the Federation of Small Businesses (FSB).  It is now vital that these policies are endorsed by Central and local Government to keep high streets alive.     
 
The concern amongst businesses in London is that we have been here before.  Almost eighteen months ago, The London Assembly published 'Cornered Shops', a report into London’s small shops.  The report recommended that local borough councils ensure that their local development frameworks contain policies that “Apply specifically to supporting small shops and neighbourhood shopping centres”.  Similarly Portas argues to “Promote the inclusion of the High Street in Neighbourhood Plans”. 
 
However, we only need to take a glance at what is happening in Westminster on parking to realise that supporting small shops is not on the top of the agenda.   In a recent survey of our London members, 64 per cent said that the availability of parking had a detrimental effect on their business.  The message to local authorities is therefore to think carefully about the risk of unintended consequences before using parking charges as a convenient source of income or an attempt to change behaviour. Poor parking policies mean that shops lost custom and operations are badly affected. 
With revenue being critical at this time, it would be far more beneficial for Councils to heed the advice of Portas to "use their new discretionary powers to give business rate concessions to new local businesses".  Councils that create, rather than stifle businesses, are more likely to see higher levels of growth.   We believe that discretionary business rate discounts provide the potential for councils to help support key local businesses or boost an area by attracting and encouraging new businesses. However, given that the schemes will be self funded, we have reservations about the willingness of local authorities to embrace them to their full potential. 
 
There has been an undoubted shift towards out of town retail, which has grown 35 per cent in the past ten years compared to 13 per cent in town during the same period.  Far too often it seems that decisions are made without full comprehension of the potential impacts and this often leads to the creation of ‘free to park’ shopping centres in out of town suburban areas. Is it any wonder why small businesses are seeing a fall in customers and communities are witnessing the end of buoyant town centres? 
 
Evidence is critical to the argument and the mounting evidence is that town centres are in decline.  We hope that the spirit of the Portas vision becomes a reality to ensure we remain a nation of shopkeepers. 

It is vital that all councils sign up to the principles in the FSB’s Charter for Parking at www.fsb.org.uk/london/charterforparking 

Yours sincerely,
 
