Rise of Britains homogenised high street

Britain is on the way to becoming a nation of "clone towns" with identikit shops owned by a small number of powerful chains, according to a report published today.

The findings, by the New Economics Foundation, an independent think-tank, say that once-distinctive and attractive towns are losing their character and customers face restricted choice in an increasingly global range of stores.

The homogenisation of the high street does vary, according to the report, but only according to how smart the town is perceived to be by the stores' market researchers.

The smartest get Ralph Lauren, DKNY, Starbucks and Gap, while those lower down the economic scale get Nando's, McDonald's, Blockbuster and Ladbrokes.

The foundation has conducted a pilot survey of randomly selected towns to see which have already achieved "clone town" status; which are "border towns", indicating they are losing their local outlets; and which are "home towns", with a balance of locally-owned shops.

The results show that larger towns are more likely to be "clone towns", with more than 60 per cent dominance by chain stores. The clone town of Guildford in Surrey had 70 per cent dominance by chains.

Other "clone towns" include Bury St Edmunds, Suffolk, and the city of Gloucester.

"Border" towns, with only about 50 per cent of the shops being chain stores, included Kirkcaldy in Fife and Ashford in Kent, while "home towns" with around 70 per cent of local businesses included Lewes, Sussex, and Bangor in Welsh-speaking Gwynedd. 

The think-tank is seeking to enlist local people to survey the whole country for a report next year.

Andrew Simms, the foundation's policy director, said: "Chain stores have spread across Britain because recognisable brands have a leverage that gives them an advantage over local shops.

"The unintended consequence is that local businesses get suffocated and our towns end up looking all the same.

"Chain stores proliferate like weeds in the garden. They have marketing budgets, political contacts and resources that give them an unfair economic advantage over real local shops and services.

"The danger is that unless we can figure out how to weed some of the identikit, chain-store shopfronts from our high streets we'll all end up living in clone towns."

The report says that food production and retail, news media and books have all seen significant consolidation of ownership around the world. However, it argues that far from being inevitable, these forces are within our control, provided the planning regulations that have proved hostile to small business practices are reversed.

Examples around the world abound of local authorities taking steps to maintain a "retail environment" of their choice, according to the report. In France and Poland, municipalities can veto any new shopping centre over a given size.

The foundation wants information, and pictures of the most "cloned" parts of towns for a national survey to be compiled from the end of the year. Survey forms are available through its website: www.neweconomics.org

