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THE DECLINE OF M4NY TOWN centres is an 
unfortunate result of various economic and social 
forces. These include resource depletion, which 
sees traditional local enterprises such as mining or 
fishing no longer able to continue. 

De-industrialization, the loss of long
established manufacturing concerns, is 
another common cause. Changing trans
portation patterns, with people travelling 
to other areas to shop, can be a factor. 
There are, of course, numerous other 
causes, but the results are similar. The 
customer base for shops diminishes, 
offices close, businesses either fail or 
cannot afford to maintain their premises, 
property values fall, vandalism and crime 
increase, and the community begins to 
lose confidence and vitality. 

This phenomenon has happened in fishing 
villages in Canada, mining centres in 
Australia, and mill towns in the United 
States. It is a particularly widespread 
tragedy in the United Kingdom, where 
such decline often takes place in commu
nities that have a wonderful stock of 
beautiful public and private buildings. 
Experience in some places, however, has 
shown that, if saved and restored , these 
structures can add to, or even form the 
basis of, new and revitalized economies. 

There have been various attempts in dif
ferent parts of the world to assist in 
reversing the decline of older urban-core 
areas. The United States and Canada have 
each undertaken "main street" programs, 
which help towns perk up their traditional 
central shopping districts. In continental 
Europe, there have been attempts to 
protect cultural resources that may help to 
reinvigorate towns in economic decline. 
There have also been a series of efforts in 
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Britain. The Civic Trust's Centre Vision was 
one such program, supported not only by 
government through the Department of 
the Environment but also by private 
funding from Boots The Chemists. More 
recently, English Heritage, a public funding 
agency supporting historic building con
servation, has addressed the need through 
its "English Partnership" funding. 

The Heritage Lottery Fund's Townscape 
Heritage Initiative can be seen as the con
tinuation of a long line of efforts, both in 
the United Kingdom and elsewhere, to 
assist the revitalization of communities 
with significant historical buildings. The 
Heritage Lottery Fund (HLF), however, 
wants not only to help villages, towns, 
and cities in need, but also to increase the 
understanding of how such ventures work. 

A team from Oxford Brookes University 
(OBU) is undertaking a ten-year, HLF
commissioned, longitudinal study to 
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evaluate the effectiveness of spending 
under the Townscape Heritage Initiative 
(THI). There is reason to believe that this 
study may be unique in its combination of 
subject, complexity and scope. 

Background of the Townscape 
Heritage Initiative 
The Townscape Heritage Initiative was 
established by the Heritage Lottery Fund 
in 1998, to support strategic action by 
partnerships of public bodies addressing 
despair, erosion of quality, and under-use 
in areas where historic buildings pre
dominate. The THI is intended to help 
secure the future of communities in areas 
having both heritage merit and a demon
strable social and economic need for 
public investment. It enables partnerships 
of local, regional, national, and interna
tional interests to preserve and enhance 
the distinctive character of historic areas 
by: 

> Repairing the structural integrity of 
buildings; 

> Restoring authentic architectural details 
and materials; 

> Securing the continued use of historic 
buildings; 

> Bringing vacant floor space in historic 
buildings back into use; and 

> Facilitating a high standard of design 
and materials when filling gap sites in 
key frontages. 

Approximately sixty communities are ben
efiting from THI projects. The OUB eval
uation team is examining seventeen, or 
about a third of these sites, in detail. 

The overall approach 
The general concept of evaluative 
research is to establish a base-line or 
picture of a situation before some inter
vention begins, and then to make the 
same measurements and observations at 
subsequent times for the purpose of 
seeing what effect the intervention is 
having. In order to undertake such 
research, especially on a large and 
complex system, it is necessary to create a 
strong and transparent framework for 
data collection, measurement and 
analysis. At its base, such a framework 
needs a clear purpose. 

This research design began with the four 
questions that the HLF originally asked: 

> Is the THI project contributing to the 
community's sustainability through 
encouraging community involvement 
and access (that is, enhancing the 
quality of life)? 

> Has the THI project improved the area's 
appearance? 

> Is the THI project facilitating investment 
in the area? 

> Is the THI project creating greater con
fidence in the area? 
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Figure I 

TIIl Resesrch Design - Structure, Methodology, Analysis and Intefl)n!tation 
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To address these questions, the research 
approach employs four methods for 
gathering information and data (see 
Figure 1 ). The information sources shown 
under the heading " Field Research 
Observations and Data" are question
naires, interviews, townscape surveys, and 
secondary data sources. This data is then 
used to inform a set of four key indicators 
or themes. Each of these key indicators is 
further divided into four sub-indicators 
(see Figure 2). The specific observations 
and pieces of information are used to 
establish judgements about each of the 
sixteen sub-indicators, from which con
clusions can be drawn about the four 
themes or key indicators. These, in turn , 
align with the original questions posed for 
the research by the H LF. 

None of these indicators depends on only 
one source of information. The resulting 
"triangulation" gives strength to the con-
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clusions that are drawn regarding the four 
main themes (see right column of Figure 
1 ). This process should provide an elegant 
analysis and, ultimately, a reliable interpre
tation. 

Implications for Canada 
It is hoped that the benefits of such a 
large project will be felt beyond the 
specific policy-making groups in the 
United Kingdom, who are the immediate 
sponsors of the research . There are many 
communities in Canada with profiles 
similar to those of the communities being 
assisted by the THI scheme in the United 
Kingdom. If it can be demonstrated which 
kinds of projects are beneficial , which 
types of intervention have the greatest 
impact, and which approaches should be 
avoided, there should be valuable lessons 
for Canadian planners. 

Indicators of Quality-of-Life Enhancement 
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Employment and income 
Education and personal aspirations 
Sense of community and social inclusion 
Security, crime, and order 

Indicators of Townscape Improvements 
Streetscape quality 
Public space management 
Private space and fa~ade management 
Heritage interpretation 

Indicators of Economic Re eneration 
Land-use changes 
Retail usage and demand 
Ca ital values and ields 
Pedestrian usage and traffic flow 

Indicators of Image and Confidence-Building 
Media coverage and perceptions 
Attitudes of citizens and community leaders 
Visitation and sustainability 
Business vitality and investment 

30 


