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Executive Summary
i.

This study is about the future role and prosperity of market and coastal towns in Devon. The County
is part of the Heart of the South West (HotSW), so original research undertaken for this study on
Devon complements recent work on the future of towns in HotSW.

Objectives
ii.

The objectives of this study are:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

To identify the common challenges and opportunities for market and coastal towns in Devon
To consider their relationships with cities, and the opportunities and threats from this
To identify key opportunities and actions for transformational change, and the barriers that
need to be overcome to deliver this
To consider good practice elsewhere and how this can be applied in Devon
To identify actions to deliver the opportunities
To identify pilot towns that should be prioritised for intervention and support in Devon
To inform County, District and Town Council partners on future policy direction

The policy and strategy context for town development
iii.

A review of national, regional, and local policy and strategy for economic development and the
preceding HotSW study have identified several policy themes for the future of towns. Discussed in
detail in Chapter 2, these include making towns attractive and vibrant places to live, work and play;
ensuring towns have suitable retail and service provision to make them more self-contained;
delivering the skills and infrastructure needed for better quality employment in towns; improving
the physical and digital accessibility of towns; delivering affordable housing for local people; and
promoting environmentally sustainable and inclusive growth.

iv.

The future role of coastal and market towns in Devon will be:
•
•
•
•
•

v.

Places to live
Places to work (and commute out of to work elsewhere)
Places to visit (for leisure and tourism)
Places to shop
Places to access services (both public and private)

In fulfilling these roles, towns should be healthy, vibrant, prosperous, inclusive, sustainable, and
connected.

Challenges, opportunities, and good practice in town development
vi.

Widely shared challenges faced by Devon’s towns are considered in Chapter 3. These include:
•
•
•
•
•

Lack of a governance structure, vision, strategy and action plan for future growth
Impacts of the Covid-19 pandemic on sectors and activities that are more prevalent in towns
such as retail and tourism
Low levels and quality of employment and a lack of employment sites and premises
An ageing population and outflow of younger people
Poor access to education and training
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•
•
•
•
vii.

Poor physical and digital connectivity
Often limited electricity grid capacity to accommodate further growth and the move towards
electric vehicles
Faded public realm and vacant retail units
Poor housing affordability and poorly connected housing developments.

However, there are many opportunities for the growth of towns, with common ones being:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

A surfeit of good ideas and enthusiasm for the future, often within a core group of people in
the town
Strong social capital
Plans for major residential and mixed-use developments in most towns, which will lead to
population growth
Plans for public realm and town centre improvements, as the aesthetic appeal of towns is
important in attracting population and economic growth
Opportunities to attract remote workers into the town centre
Opportunities for workspace, co-working space, and live-work space
Opportunities to increase the night-time vitality and vibrancy of towns
Opportunities to increase the volume and quality of tourism activity
Places for net zero carbon activity, energy generation, and the infrastructure for electric
vehicles and active travel
Opportunities for greater local procurement and local supply chain development

viii.

However, time, expertise and financial resources are needed to exploit these opportunities, and
the availability of all of these is limited.

ix.

Good practice in town development is driven by a strong local governance structure that represents
both the local community and also stakeholders such as local authorities who are able to deliver
change; a locally formulated and widely owned vision for the future of the town; and an action plan
to deliver this. Places that have seen successful regeneration have seen capital investment in
infrastructure, support to businesses, and labour force improvement. Regeneration and change
are not quick processes and can take years to deliver, so a realistic approach is important.

The coastal and market towns of Devon
x.

There are 26 market and coastal towns in Devon with a population of more than 5,000 people.
These range from Budleigh Salterton and Dartmouth with populations of just over 5,000 to
Barnstaple, Bideford, Exmouth and Newton Abbot, each with a (Built Up Area) population of
between 30,000 and 40,000. The towns play a range of roles (i.e. coastal towns, hub/market
towns, employment centres, locations for learning, and commuter towns), with most playing
several of these.
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Figure 1: Location of Towns in Devon

xi.

In Chapter 4 the recent socio-economic performance of the 26 Devon towns has been
benchmarked against the economies of the South West and England (excluding London) to identify
any structural challenges and opportunities. Although the towns’ population is older than the
benchmarks, growth has been variable in recent years, with the population of ten towns growing
faster than the benchmarks and 16 slower, with three of these experiencing population decline.
The towns have relatively less employment than the benchmarks and it is lower quality.
Employment growth has varied, with ten towns performing better than the benchmarks and 16
worse, with 12 of these experiencing employment decline between 2015 and 2019. The claimant
count is lower in most Devon towns than in the benchmark areas. Income-related deprivation is
worse in some places and better in others than the benchmarks; and employment deprivation is
similar. Overall, the population of towns remains older than the benchmarks; employment remains
and less and lower quality.

xii.

The towns’ vulnerability to future decline has been considered in terms of short-term vulnerability
to decline caused by the Covid-19 pandemic, longer-term structural vulnerability, and an aggregate
measure of both. This helps to identify the towns with the greatest need for support. Ilfracombe,
Barnstaple, and Bideford rank highest of the 26 towns in terms of structural vulnerability; Newton
Abbot, Exmouth, and Bideford are most vulnerable to Covid-19 related decline; and Bideford,
Barnstaple, and Ilfracombe are ranked highest for their combined vulnerability.

The future growth of towns in Devon
xiii.

The future growth of market and coastal towns will involve planning, support and direction at four
geographical levels (i.e. the Heart of the South West, County, District and town levels). Although
there is uncertainty about the future role of organisations involved in economic development at

iii

the sub-national level, activity must be coordinated and integrated if the challenges that towns
face are to be tackled and the opportunities successfully delivered.
xiv.

xv.

Heart of the South West level
Detailed research has been carried out on the future role of towns in the Heart of the South West,
culminating in a set of recommendations on town development. These are considered in Chapter
6 and include recommendations on the lobbying of the UK Government; strategic planning for town
development; the prioritisation of towns for support; governance; visioning and planning; support
for project development; and monitoring and evaluation. This work informs the approach set out
here for the future of Devon’s towns.
Devon level
A set of objectives are proposed for the future of market and coastal towns of Devon. These are:
•
•
•

•
•
•

•

•
•
•

•
•
•
xvi.

Making Devon’s towns attractive and safe places to live, work and play
Setting a clear and locally owned vision and action plan for each town in Devon with
commitment to delivery by all local stakeholders
Providing locally and sectorally-specific learning, training, and employment opportunities for
the towns’ residents, and improving access to training and apprenticeships, physically and
digitally, enabling them to then access local jobs
Making towns digitally and physically accessible
Ensuring that towns have good quality high streets and town centres, potentially with town
centre managers to oversee this
Recognising that some residents of towns will continue to be employed elsewhere, including in
Exeter and Plymouth, but with the advent of more flexible working, making towns places to
work remotely for those at least part of the time
Ensuring that towns have employment space for businesses at all stages of their life-cycle,
overcoming constraints preventing the delivery of workspace, including flexible workspace for
new-start businesses, plus live-work space for those seeking homes that they can work from
Encouraging a holistic approach to increasing skills and supporting businesses, to ensure that
these drivers reinforce each other
Encouraging provision of enough affordable housing in towns, so that people can live and work
there
Delivering growth that is environmentally sustainable and socially inclusive, including the
development of local procurement, local supply chains, power infrastructure and electric
vehicle charging capacity
Giving investors and funders (both private and public) the confidence to invest in Devon’s
towns
The County and District Councils will continue to work together to support the growth of towns
and prioritise their resources to do this
Stakeholders will monitor external challenges and opportunities, and towns will remain
adaptable to positive and negative changes which affect them

Limited resources will be available to support Devon’s support for market and coastal towns.
Focusing resources on a few towns will make more of a difference than offering a small amount of
support to a large number of towns. Lessons learned from delivering change in these towns can
be used to build a repository and best-practice and disseminate this to other towns in Devon. As
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the first group of towns achieves a sustainable path to regeneration, other towns can be supported
to go through the same process as and when funds are available.
xvii.

Towns will be prioritised for support on the basis of the following:
•
•
•

Their vulnerability to future decline (both short-term and long-term structural decline)
The challenges that they face and clear opportunities to address the these
Readiness for change e.g. in terms of having an effective governance structure, vision, plan
and projects

xviii.

The five case study towns are well placed to become pilot towns under this approach. The highest
priority towns for support (based on the criteria above) are Ilfracombe, Bideford and Tiverton; and
Axminster and Dawlish need support for, in particular, readiness for change.

xix.

A Devon approach to market and coastal town development will comprise the following activities,
which will be tested and refined in the pilot towns:
•

•

•
•
•
•
xx.

xxi.

The creation of a formal partnership or regeneration board in each town, made up of town,
local and regional stakeholders to lead its future regeneration and growth. Where suitable
vehicles already exist, these should be used
Drafting of a vision and action plan for the future of each town, that is locally owned. This will
include a programme of projects to deliver the long-term vision. Initial ideas for the case study
towns are discussed below
Preparing a physical masterplan for each town, setting out proposals for the built environment.
New buildings and infrastructure should help to deliver environmental and social sustainability
Establishing a community engagement plan to ensure that growth meets local needs and is
inclusive
Investing in project development, so that projects are investment-ready and ‘shovel-ready’
Ongoing monitoring and evaluation and dissemination of lessons learned to other Devon towns

District level
Local Plans and economic development strategies prepared at the District level already include
policies for market and coastal towns. These are considered briefly in Chapter 2 and for the case
study towns in Chapter 5. There needs to be ongoing alignment between District’s activities and
town-level activities. District Councils will engage in town regeneration partnerships and will use
their access to public funding opportunities to support towns’ regeneration and growth.
Town level
Local stakeholders including Town Councils, businesses, residents, and community groups must
participate in the leadership and governance o town growth through regeneration boards and play
a leading role in the drafting of visions and action plans. Detailed proposals for the case study
towns are set out in Chapter 5.

Case studies of five Devon towns
xxii.

Five towns have been chosen as case studies. They represent a range of types, sizes, and
geographical location of towns across Devon. All have been chosen because they face challenges,
but also because they have potential opportunities to address these and see future growth. These
towns should become pilots for a programme of future investment and support for town growth in
Devon.
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xxiii.

Axminster is an inland market town, with a Built Up Area (BUA) population of more than 8,000. It
is the eastern-most town in Devon, and far from East Devon District’s focus of growth, adjacent to
Exeter. There are plans for an urban extension to Axminster, but there are barriers to its delivery,
including the difficulty of delivering a relief road. The main challenges faced by Axminster include
high volumes of through-traffic and congestion affecting the town centre environment; the difficulty
of delivering the urban extension; low levels of town centre footfall outside of market times;
insufficient employment opportunities for residents; no sixth-form or FE provision for young people;
and the lack of a clear vision for the growth of the town despite committed community leaders.
Opportunities include the potential to make the town more self-contained as a place to live, work
and play through more provision of workspace, including dedicated live-work spaces, and leisure
facilities; scope for interim traffic management such as a one-way system through the town, with
an eventual relief road taking through-traffic out of the town centre; delivery of new homes and
workspace in the urban extension; potential to build on the independent retail sector and market
(including local food retailers) and use online marketing to increase footfall and vibrancy; and
potential for improvement to the public realm, making the town more attractive to visitors.

xxiv.

Potential actions are suggested in detail in Chapter 5 and summarised in the table below.
Immediate actions
Establish a regeneration board, vision, and action plan for Axminster
Provide support to local businesses, particularly to improve their online presence
Deliver a programme of activities to draw visitors into the town
Support the placement of shelters to encourage outdoor activity and the greater patronage of
hospitality businesses
Short to medium-term actions
Implement a one-way system through the town
Remove traffic from Trinity Square and use it as public realm for markets, leisure etc.
Deliver co-working space for businesses and remote workers, increasing workers in the town
Work with the developers of the Webster’s Garage site to plan and deliver growth that
contributes to the town vision
Improve access to post-16 education, and consider whether it can be delivered in Axminster
again
Longer-term actions
Support the delivery of a relief road and the urban extension, to deliver affordable homes and
more workspace

xxv.

Bideford is one of the largest towns in Devon, with a BUA population of more than 30,000.
However, it has significant levels of out-commuting, largely to nearby Barnstaple. It has the second
highest Index of Multiple Deprivation score of all Devon towns and is ranked as the most vulnerable
to future decline. Challenges faced by Bideford include a lack of town centre vitality and a poorquality physical environment; lack of leisure and tourism facilities to attract visitors; insufficient
employment for the population and low-quality jobs; and lack of a common vision for the town’s
growth. Opportunities include the delivery of a proposed major mixed-use development at Isaac’s
Yard in the heart of the town centre; scope to consolidate and improve the independent retail offer;
re-use of vacant buildings for co-working space and a creative industries hub; scope for public
realm improvements to make the town more attractive to visitors; support for the maritime sector;
and delivery of new residential and employment space in planned urban extensions.
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xxvi.

Potential actions are suggested in detail in Chapter 5 and summarised in the table below.
Immediate actions
Support the delivery of the Isaac’s Yard mixed-use development
Establish a regeneration board, vision, and action plan for Bideford
Short to medium-term actions
Prepare a physical masterplan for the town centre, including consolidation of retail provision
Prepare a tourism and visitor strategy for Bideford
Encourage employment in the town centre through the delivery of workspace in vacant
buildings
Invest in the Pannier Market to increase its usage and role in the town, including better
connectivity with the town centre
Consider how to support the maritime sector and the Appledore shipyard, including alignment
of local training
Longer-term actions
Support the delivery of affordable new homes and ensure their connectivity to the town centre
Ensure that more employment space is delivered alongside new homes

xxvii.

Dawlish is a coastal town, with a BUA population of 13,400. It has seen recent population and
employment growth, with new development taking place on the edge of the town. However, the
accessibility of the new development means there is significant out-commuting to Exeter and
Newton Abbot. The town scores highly in the Index of Multiple Deprivation and is the seventh most
vulnerable of the 26 Devon towns to future decline. Challenges to Dawlish include the lack of
employment opportunities and employment premises which exacerbate out-commuting; a town
centre that is spread out and lacks focus; a tourism offer that does not create high quality
employment; and the lack of a widely supported vision for the future of the town. In terms of
opportunities, Dawlish has seen recent population and employment growth which can be
continued; good accessibility of the town centre by train, for visitors and workers; potential for a
programme of events to attract more visitors; and plans for further residential and employment
space growth, which must be linked into the town centre.

xxviii. Potential actions are suggested in detail in Chapter 5 and summarised in the table below.
Immediate actions
Establish a regeneration board, with a common purpose to support growth in Dawlish
Build on recent work to create a vision and action plan for the development of the town
Deliver a programme of events to attract visitors back to the town
Short to medium-term actions
Support the integration of new homes and residents into the town
Prepare a physical masterplan for the future of the town centre
Support the delivery of new employment premises for small businesses and remote workers
Longer-term actions
Support the delivery of housing and employment space in the urban extension, and ensure its
integration into the town

xxix.

Ilfracombe is a coastal town with a strong history of tourism. It has a BUA population of just over
11,000, which has fallen in recent years. Despite growing employment there is significant outcommuting from the town. Ilfracombe scores highest of all 26 Devon towns on the Index of Multiple
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Deprivation, has two of the ten most deprived wards (LSOAs) in Devon, and is the second most
vulnerable to future decline. As well as high levels of deprivation, other challenges include areas
of low-quality housing in the town; a loss of young people; poor connectivity within the town; a
dominant tourism sector which offers low quality employment; and few other high -quality
employment opportunities within the town. Opportunities for Ilfracombe include the potential for
residential and employment growth in the urban extension, which needs to be integrated with the
rest of the town; the potential for a housing renewal project to improve areas of concentrated
deprivation; and plans for investment in the seafront.
xxx.

Ilfracombe already has a Regeneration Board and a strategic plan for the development of the town.
It needs support to deliver the actions in this plan. Potential actions to complement that already
planned for Ilfracombe are discussed in detail in Chapter 5 and summarised in the table below.
Immediate actions
Support the Ilfracombe Regeneration Board, and refresh the strategic plan
Provide activity to support the recovery from Covid-19, particularly in the visitor economy
Short to medium-term actions
Ensure the connectivity of the Southern Urban Extension to the existing town, reducing further
out-commuting
Improve connectivity within the town
Support the creation of new and better-quality employment in the town
Support new-start businesses and business growth in Ilfracombe, including the provision of
workspace (and live-work space)
Improve access to training and skills development – online and in-person
Longer-term actions
Support the delivery of new homes and employment space in the urban extension
Undertake feasibility studies into harbour-related and maritime proposals

xxxi.

Tiverton is a market town with a BUA population of 22,400. Much of its recent population growth
has been in those aged 65 and over. Employment has fallen in recent years. It is a reasonably
strong employment location, but also experiences a high level of out-commuting to Exeter and
Taunton. Tiverton ranks seventh of 26 Devon Towns in the Index of Multiple Deprivation, and is the
eighth most vulnerable to future decline. Although Mid Devon District’s growth focus is Cullompton,
an urban extension to Tiverton is being delivered, which will provide more homes and workspace.
Challenges include a tired town centre environment, lacking vibrancy, with poor cultural and leisure
facilities; low levels of qualifications and low productivity jobs; poor housing affordability; and cardominated travel within the local area. Opportunities for the future include the potential for
investment and regeneration of the town centre environment if funding can be secured; and the
potential for more residential and employment provision in the urban extension.

xxxii.

Potential actions are suggested in detail in Chapter 5 and summarised in the table below.
Immediate actions
Establish a regeneration board to lead the future growth of the town
Create a vision and action plan, building on work that has already been undertaken
Deliver a programme of activity to attract more visitors to Tiverton
Complete the masterplan for the town centre, aligned with the vision and action plan described
above

viii

Short to medium-term actions
Provide support to new-start and growing businesses and remote workers, including delivery of
employment space
Encourage skills development and matching the supply of and demand for skills in the local
economy, working with Petroc College
Invest in the physical environment of the town centre
Longer-term actions
Ensure the delivery of the urban extension, providing affordable new homes and workspace
(and live-work space)

Recommendations
xxxiii.

Support for the future growth of towns in Devon needs to be coordinated at several geographical
levels, in particular the County, District, and town levels. Whilst there are common objectives to
make all of Devon’s towns more attractive places to live, work, and play, there are only limited
public resources available to support this process. Therefore, towns will need to be prioritised for
support, based on their needs, opportunities, and readiness for change. The five case study towns
discussed above are high priorities for support, and within this group Ilfracombe, Bideford, and
Tiverton exhibit the greatest readiness for change.

xxxiv.

Immediate actions that could be taken to support the future growth of town in Devon include:
•
•
•

Agreeing a Devon-wide approach to supporting market and coastal town development, within
a wider HotSW-wide approach
Prioritising a small number of towns as pilots for immediate support
Helping these pilot towns to establish/refresh governance structures; establish visions and
action plans; start to deliver immediate actions; and develop more strategic projects
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1

Introduction

1.0.1

This chapter sets out the introduction to this work on coastal and market towns in Devon, including
the objectives of the study and the approach to undertaking this work.

1.1

Context

1.1.1

This work has been commissioned to identify solutions to the challenges faced by the underperforming towns in Devon, to tackle long-term and immediate decline, building on opportunities
for urban renewal. This means a focus on what can be done to address the challenges and
opportunities for Devon’s towns, and the most deprived places within these towns. This work will
look at places that have been hardest hit, but specifically those with the greatest opportunities for
change – covering both the types of opportunity and the process by which change is delivered.

1.1.2

This work builds on recent research into the Future of Towns in the Heart of the South West
(HotSW)1, focusing on the specific opportunities in Devon.

1.2

Objectives of the study

1.2.1

The objectives of the study are to identify:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

The common challenges and potential interventions to address these in the highest priority
towns and other market and coastal towns in Devon
Any particular opportunities and threats for towns that have a relationship with the cities of
Exeter and Plymouth (e.g. commuting, higher-level service provision)
Key opportunities and actions for transformational change
Barriers and risks to transformational change
Examples of what good looks like within both Devon and further afield
Actions to deliver the opportunities
Pilot towns that should be prioritised for intervention and support

1.3

Approach to the study

1.3.1

The methodology for undertaking this study is summarised below.

1.3.2

1.3.3

1

Policy and publications review
The policy and strategy context for the future of towns in Devon has been reviewed. National,
regional, and local social and economic policies which will impact on the future of coastal and
market towns have been appraised. A full list of these policies is set out in Chapter 2. This
assessment is complemented with analysis of the potential future roles of towns from the HotSW
Future of Towns study.
Analysis on the challenges, barriers, opportunities, and aspirations has been collated from the
Future of Towns study and other publications. Examples of good practice in town development
have also been derived from these.

Hardisty Jones Associates (July 2021) The Future of Towns in the Heart of the South West for the Heart of the South West LEP

1

1.3.4

1.3.5

1.3.6

1.3.7

1.3.8

Data analysis
We have collected and analysed socio-economic data from a range of sources to inform an
assessment of the typology and vulnerability of towns in Devon. Data has been collected on issues
such as population and change; age structure; employment and change; employment by sector;
claimant count; commuting into and out of towns; the Index of Multiple Deprivation and its
domains.
This data has been analysed and modelled to assess the vulnerability of towns. Two approaches
to assessing vulnerability have been undertaken – considering vulnerability to the impacts of the
Covid-19 pandemic, and considering longer-term vulnerability to structural decline.
Consultations
To complement the documentary and data reviews, consultations have been carried out with a
range of stakeholders including a workshop with the Devon Association of Local Councils. This
included a facilitated group discussion with 28 town council representatives and two subsequent
written submissions.
Input has been provided at key points in the study from an advisory group comprising
representatives of Devon County Council, District Council, Devon community councils, town centre
management, and the Federation of Small Businesses.
Case studies
Five case studies have been carried out. The method for these has included documentary and data
review, consultations with a number of local stakeholders, and visits to some but not all of the
towns. External development experts participated in visits to two of the towns (Axminster and
Bideford) to participate in the analysis of local challenges and to help identify potential solutions.

1.4

Contents of this report

1.4.1

The rest of this report comprises the following chapters.

1.4.2

Chapter 2 sets out the national, regional and local policy context for the future of towns, and
considers the strategic role of towns.

1.4.3

Chapter 3 summarises a broad range of evidence on the challenges, barriers, opportunities, and
aspirations for the future of towns It also considers evidence on good practice in town
development.

1.4.4

Chapter 4 introduces the 26 coastal and market towns in Devon that are considered in this study.
It looks at the typology of these towns, and their vulnerability to future decline. It also sets out
Devon towns’ performance compared to regional and national benchmarks as well as comparing
their performance to each other.

1.4.5

Chapter 5 presents case studies of five towns – Axminster, Bideford, Dawlish, Ilfracombe and
Tiverton. For each town, there is a review of its socio-economic performance, vulnerability, Local
Plan aspirations, challenges, and opportunities. All of this information is then drawn together to set
out some recommendations on next steps for the further development and growth of each town.

1.4.6

Chapter 6 presents the conclusions of the study, including a recommended approach to supporting
the future growth of towns in Devon. This concludes with an action plan in Chapter 7.

2

1.4.7

The appendices to this study are set out in separate documents. They are:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Appendix 1 presents a review of inclusive growth
Appendix 2 sets out the benchmarking of Devon towns against South West and England
benchmarks
Appendix 3 presents baseline socio-economic data on each of the 26 towns in Devon
Appendix 4 is a case study of Axminster
Appendix 5 is a case study of Bideford
Appendix 6 is a case study of Dawlish
Appendix 7 is a case study of Ilfracombe
Appendix 8 is a case study of Tiverton
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2

The Policy and Strategy Context for Town Development

2.0.1

This chapter sets out the context for the development of towns in terms of national, regional, and
local polices. It then considers the strategic role of towns that was explored in detail in the Heart
of the South West study into the Future of Towns1.

2.1

The policy and strategy context for town development

2.1.1

This section considers the role of public sector organisations – notably the UK Government, the
HotSW LEP, Devon County Council, the District Councils and Town Councils - in town development.
These institutions can put the conditions in place to encourage and enable town development (e.g.
through planning, support and providing funds), but the creation of growth through housebuilding,
retail and job creation will primarily be delivered by the private sector.

2.1.2

By understanding the role that towns can play in achieving public policy ambitions, it will be easier
to make the case for the investment of (limited) public funds in delivering the conditions for growth
in Devon’s coastal and market towns.

2.1.3

National policies
The UK Plan for Growth2 suggests that each region will have a globally competitive city that will
drive growth in the area. In the case of Devon, the two main cities are Exeter and the adjacent
unitary authority of Plymouth. Towns will be high-quality places to live and provide access to jobs
and services. For towns in need of regeneration, the plan sets out a three-step approach to levelling
up:
•
•
•

Improve residents’ education, health, skills, and workforce participation through improved
public services (e.g. through the UK Shared Prosperity Fund)
Provide money to local government to invest in local priorities (e.g. through Levelling Up Fund)
Support private sector investment

2.1.4

The National Infrastructure Strategy3 sets out how the Government will improve physical and digital
connectivity to towns to support the levelling up agenda. In line with the Energy White Paper4 there
will also be more active and public transport options which will give towns cleaner air and betterquality high streets.

2.1.5

‘Levelling up’ is a widely discussed but poorly defined concept. Broadly, it is about levelling up the
contribution of places to the national economy and levelling up of opportunity for local people. No
national targets have been set, with the suspicion that this has been kept deliberately vague. The
current approach provides direct investment into a small number of targeted places (for example
through investment of the Future High Streets Fund and Town Deals). However, the direct award
of funds to towns by the UK Government risks failing to meet the highest priority local issues. There
is also a focus on capital investment (e.g. more visible projects) rather than revenue projects.
However, delivering visible projects does help to improve local confidence, which can engender
further investment and improvement in towns.

2.1.6

There are two broad approaches within the levelling up agenda: placemaking (i.e. making towns
nicer places to live, work and visit), and structural economic change (i.e. making towns more

Build Back Better: Our Plan for Growth (2021) HM Treasury
National Infrastructure Strategy (2020) HM Treasury
4 Energy White Paper: Powering Our Net Zero Future (2020) HM Government
2
3

4

productive places that make a greater contribution to the UK economy). There is some overlap
between the two approaches, but they are not necessarily the same thing. Placemaking is about
making towns pleasant and attractive places to live, which may have economic consequences, but
is unlikely to lead to structural economic change. A distinct focus on economic growth and driving
up productivity, however, could lead to structural change for towns’ economies. This approach, if it
focuses solely on high productivity sectors, risks failing to deliver inclusive growth that benefits
those in the most deprived communities.
2.1.7

Ideally, efforts to support town development would encompass both placemaking and structural
economic change. However, in an environment with limited public resources to invest in town
development, Devon County Council and other stakeholders need to make difficult decisions about
their focus – making towns attractive places to live and therefore do business (e.g. through
investment in the quality of the town centre environment and vitality of the town centre), which will
lead to some economic growth; or a hard focus on maximising the economic and productivity
growth in towns (e.g. through investment in training, communications infrastructure and
workspace). It may be that different approaches are taken in different places.

2.1.8

The main areas of influence for public sector organisations (especially Devon towns and local
authorities) are:
•
•
•
•

2.1.9

Making towns more attractive places to live work and play (i.e. placemaking)
Improve training and skills to enable people to access jobs that are created, and start their
own businesses
Ensure that the necessary infrastructure is in place to enable new business starts, business
growth, and remote working (e.g. workspace, live-work space, transport infrastructure etc.)
Enable the private and public sectors to create jobs and wealth (in an inclusive way) i.e. support
new start businesses, support high-growth potential businesses, and attract inward investment

LEP-level policies
The Heart of the South West (HotSW) Build Back Better plan5 is underpinned by four ‘enabling
programmes’. Of these, one focuses on left-behind areas across the LEP area including in coastal
communities and market towns. This programme seeks to support strategic connectivity
(especially digital connectivity, but also road, rail, and cycle routes), delivery of employment land,
and high street resilience in left behind places.

2.1.10

The HotSW Local Industrial Strategy6 seeks to address a number of challenges including in-work
poverty, poor social mobility, low productivity and peripherality. The strategy commits to raising
economic performance in all areas of the HotSW including underperforming towns, peripheral
areas and coastal communities, supporting inclusive growth. Working with coastal towns at risk of
being left behind is identified as an action to support inclusive growth and innovation hubs are
proposed for every town.

2.1.11

The Draft Coastal Productivity Plan7 is closely aligned to the Local Industrial Strategy and sets out
recommendations to improve coastal areas. This include improving infrastructure, delivering
business support, improving skills, and providing funds to support the delivery of employment land
and affordable housing.

Heart of the South West LEP (undated) Build Back Better: Transformational Opportunities in the Heart of the South West
Heart of the South West LEP (2020) Heart of the South West Local Industrial Strategy
7 Heart of the South West LEP (2021) Draft Coastal Productivity Plan: Response to Covid-19
5
6
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2.1.12

The Heart of the South West Local Skills Report8 sets out a vision that:
“every individual in the Heart of the South West should be able to access the skills they need to
thrive in a productive job they value, supporting businesses, inclusion and growth”

2.1.13

This report sets out a region-wide plan for skills development. This includes actions to give
individuals the skills to achieve their potential and increase their prosperity; and provide
businesses with the skills they need to increase their productivity. High demand for skills is
identified in sectors which are important in coastal and market towns, including Health & Social
Work; Tourism, Arts & Entertainment; Construction; and Manufacturing. A mis-match between the
supply of and demand for skills across the region is noted. Agritech and Food & Drink Production
are also identified as important sectors for skills improvements. Improving access to skills for all
residents is a key action. Improving STEM skills is important to driving up regional productivity.

2.1.14

The Skills Report sets out proposals to improve access to skills in coastal and market towns:
Recognising the diversity of the economy and employment within Northern and Western Devon,
we will focus on extending opportunities to every rural, coastal and market town location.
…we will seek to enhance the capacity of PETROC and wider DCTPN members to support local
upskilling and attainment; engage and accelerate local efforts around educational aspiration
and economic inclusion; improve local employability and earning potential; and seek to work with
the area’s majority small business community to harness local growth opportunities.
Improved transport and wider infrastructure linkages may also play an important role in driving
upskilling, supporting community prosperity and improving business productivity.

2.1.15

Actions of particular relevance to coastal and market towns include:
•
•
•
•
•

2.1.16

8
9

Support for further curriculum development in high opportunity areas
Marketing and promoting higher level apprenticeships, particularly in opportunity sectors
Developing a social mobility and inclusion programme, extending learning opportunities to
those furthest from the market
Supporting the digital literacy offer, including the remote delivery of skills
Piloting a skills escalator programme to the opportunity sectors

County-level policies
Devon County Council’s Economy and Business Growth Prospectus9 in response to the Covid-19
pandemic seeks to provide support across the whole of Devon, including to market towns and
coastal communities. There will be support for the re-opening high streets and beaches, and
delivery of digital and physical infrastructure to towns. The recovery should be both green and
inclusive which will allow for the development of resilient economies and communities. The Council
is seeking to deliver an electric vehicle sharing network to all communities with a population above
1,100.

Heart of the South West Skills Launchpad (2021) Local Skills Report 2021 - 2024
Devon County Council (2020) Team Devon COVID-19 Economy and Business Recovery Prospectus
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2.1.17

The Devon Carbon Strategy10 sets out an aspiration for a more circular economy and re-localisation
of services so people are required to travel less. Local food producers can supply to local markets
to reduce food miles and carbon emissions.
Local policies11

East Devon
2.1.18 The Local Plan12 states that the West End of East Devon will be the focus of development. This
includes the new town of Cranbrook. Across the other towns in East Devon, development will be
tailored to meet local needs, to ensure that these places do not become dominated by retirees and
wealthy commuters. Employment provision will be made close to existing homes to ensure short
commutes, and affordable homes will be delivered in towns to encourage younger people and
families to move to the area.

2.1.19

2.1.20

Mid Devon
Mid Devon’s Local Plan13 sets out its strategy to create a prosperous economy that attracts greater
inward investment to the area, provides a wider range of good jobs, regenerates town centres, and
increases the use of active travel and public transport.
There are only three towns in Mid Devon. Cullompton takes a central role in achieving the
overarching strategy, where urban extensions include residential, business and retail
developments. The market towns of Tiverton and Crediton are a secondary focus of new
development due to various economic and geographical constraints, so priorities lie in revitalising
the town centres and protecting environmental assets.

North Devon and Torridge
2.1.21 The Local Plan 14 for these areas (known as Northern Devon) seeks to deliver sustainable
development across all towns in the area. In particular, the focus is to make towns more selfcontained areas that provide affordable housing, jobs, and community facilities. This will ensure
they can meet their own needs, and those of the surrounding area.
Teignbridge
2.1.22 The Teignbridge Local Plan15 sets out its main areas of focus for the period 2013 to 2033. Key
aims include strong local business growth which provide a wide range of employment
opportunities, town centre vitality and attractiveness, year-round tourism to ensure better job
security, and improved sustainable transport provision. Most of the new housing and employment
development will take place in Newton Abbot and surrounding settlements. The District Council
aims to increase self-containment by significantly increasing the number of jobs available locally,
and aims to provide a job for every resident of working age. This will allow economic benefits to be
retained within the local community and promote sustainable development.

Devon County Council (2020) The Interim Devon Carbon Plan Summary
Exeter City Council is not included in this section as it does not have any market or coastal towns
12 East Devon District Council (Adopted 2016) East Devon Local Plan 2016 - 2036
13 Mid Devon District Council (Adopted 2020) Mid Devon Local Plan 2013-2033
14North Devon Council and Torridge District Council (Adopted 2018) North Devon and Torridge Local Plan 2011 - 2031
15 Teignbridge District Council (Adopted 2014) Teignbridge Local Plan 2013-2033
10
11
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West Devon and South Hams
2.1.23 The Plymouth & South West Devon Joint Local Plan16 specifies a Thriving Towns and Villages Policy,
which incorporates six of Devon’s towns. The policy aims to reinforce the role of the towns as
service centres to neighbouring villages and hinterlands, and to provide facilities to local residents.
A key aim within the policy is to identify housing needs and deliver more affordable homes for
residents. Whilst Plymouth provides strong economic opportunities, the Plan aims to promote selfsufficiency in rural areas. This will be delivered through improved digital connectivity and
sustainable transport infrastructure.
Conclusion
2.1.24 There are several themes that run through the national, regional, and local levels of policy
discussed above. These are:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Towns as attractive places to live and work, complementing the main engines of economic
growth in cities
Improving skills and employment opportunities for residents, leading to improvements in their
quality of life
Improving physical and digital accessibility, enabling people to travel into and out of towns for
work, leisure, retail and services
Improving high streets and town centres, to draw footfall into towns
Delivering employment space, including co-working and enterprise space to support new-start
and small businesses, and enable remote working
Supporting the delivery of affordable housing so that people can live and work in towns
Promoting environmental sustainability and social inclusion through all support for growth
There is a focus on investing public funds into capital projects (possibly with the exception of
skills and training), making a visible change in towns, and engendering confidence in their
future growth

2.2

The strategic role of towns

2.2.1

The work undertaken on the future of towns in the Heart of the South West reviewed LEP, County
and climate emergency strategies and identified a set of roles that towns can play to support policy
and strategy ambitions (discussed in detail in the HotSW Future of Towns study, Chapter 3). In
summary these are:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Locations for businesses, employment, and economic activity
Places for local supply chains in both high-productivity sectors and foundational economy
sectors
Places where clean growth can happen (e.g. through low carbon energy, district heating,
retrofitting etc.)
Places with skilled residents, or those in training, enabling inclusive growth
Places with the physical and digital infrastructure to enable clean growth, employment and
learning
Being attractive and vibrant places to live and visit, including affordable housing
Being inclusive and resilient places with opportunities for all sections of the community

West Devon Borough Council, South Hams District Council and Plymouth City Council (2019) Plymouth & South West Devon
Joint Local Plan 2014-2034
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•
2.2.2

To help meet the objectives described above, towns must be:
•
•
•
•
•

2.2.3

Being Covid-safe place to live, work and visit

Places to live
Places to work (and commute out of to work elsewhere)
Places to visit (for leisure and tourism)
Places to shop
Places to access services (both public and private)

In fulfilling these roles, towns should be healthy, vibrant, prosperous, inclusive, sustainable, and
connected.

9

3

Challenges, Opportunities, and Good Practice in Town
Development

3.0.1

This chapter sets out an assessment of the challenges and opportunities faced by towns, drawing
largely on the previous work undertaken for the Heart of the South West, and then examples of
good practice in town development.

3.1

Challenges and barriers to town growth

3.1.1

Challenges and barriers to the growth of towns in the Heart of the South West identified in the
HotSW Future of Towns study (Chapters 4 and 6) are:
•

•
•

•
•

•
•
•
•
•

•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•

Many towns lack a vision for their future, and an accompanying strategy and action plan which
can be used to steer growth activity. There is little revenue funding available to support the
development of a vision, strategy and action plan
Many towns do not have Neighbourhood Plans
Many towns lack coherent governance and leadership, with poor communications either
between different groups in the community, or between the local community, District and
County Councils
Towns have low rates of economic growth, particularly compared to cities
There are negative impacts of Covid-19, particularly for places dependent on retail, tourism
and hospitality (although tourist destinations may see some compensatory benefits from
increased UK visitors)
Towns have an ageing population, with fewer residents of working-age, and a loss of younger
people after completing formal education
Often high levels of out-commuting to nearby cities
Towns have a greater concentration of economic activity in lower value sectors, leading to lower
wages
Towns have a shortfall of employment sites and premises, and a viability gap in delivering new
premises, meaning that little or no speculative development taking place
Towns often have poor access to education and training, including a lack of further education
facilities and poor access to higher education, and residents with lower levels of qualifications,
and particular problems in coastal towns
Many towns have central public realm that is low quality and requires investment
Town centre safety and high levels and perceptions of antisocial behaviour are an issue in
many towns. Improved safety measures including the installation of CCTV are potential
responses
Towns often face constrained geography and higher risks of flooding and erosion
There is often limited digital connectivity, and poor physical connectivity both within the town
and between towns and other larger places
Declining and vulnerable town centres, frequently provide a poor retail offer, and there are
retail closures
Housing is largely unaffordable for people who work locally, and is becoming a critical issue
across Devon
Major residential developments on the edge of towns are often poorly connected to the town
centre, meaning that they do not benefit the town centre
Towns often have older homes with poor energy efficiency

10

•
•

3.1.2

Reform of the planning system
The implications of the proposed reform of the planning system in England are discussed in Section
4.5 of the HotSW Future of Towns study. Although proposals for reform are set out in a 2020 White
Paper, the scale and scope of changes that will happen is not yet known. The potential implications
for the future development of towns in Devon include:
•
•
•
•
•

3.1.3

3.1.4

3.1.5
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Fragmented land and premises ownership can make larger-scale strategic regeneration
difficult to achieve
There is often a lack of joint working between public sector agencies

A strong focus on housing delivery which may put retail and employment sites and premises at
risk of conversion to residential
Changes to Permitted Development Rights, which may exacerbate this trend
A focus on the engagement of local residents in the early stages of plan preparation, but less
engagement in planning decision-making once the plan is adopted
Proposals for a design quality framework which may make it easier to conserve and enhance
historic buildings
Reform of the Section 106 and Community Infrastructure Levy mechanisms, which could make
it more difficult to secure funding for infrastructure

Training and skills
Recent research has shown that adult skills and training are critical to tackling spatial inequality
and in delivering levelling-up17, and their lack is constraining economic growth. The research has
also identified SMEs’ poor access to funding, falling physical and mental health, declining social
capital, and a reduction in the safety and security of local communities as critical factors that need
to be addressed in levelling-up. Better communication and connections between local businesses,
schools, FE and HE institutions will help to ensure that there is a good understanding of the need
for skills, and that appropriate skills and training are being provided to meet businesses’ needs.
Accessibility
Towns often have limited accessibility in terms of both digital communications and physical access
(by car and active travel i.e. walking and cycling). Both are important to the future of towns.
Universal broadband access is a largely realistic target, but improving physical communications
(road and rail) is less likely to happen in the short to medium term. However, there has been
significant interest in and investment in active travel infrastructure to enable more walking and
cycling within and between towns. There is a need to focus on maximising broadband roll-out and
capacity, and ensuring that people have the technology, understanding, skills and abilities to make
the most of this – with the aim of improving the uptake of training and skills, and increased remote
working (part- or full-time).
Agglomeration
Towns do not have the benefits of agglomeration that cities do, and never will have. Whilst
improved broadband and remote training and working will help to capture some of the benefits of
agglomeration, it is important to focus on what towns are good at, e.g. being attractive places to
live and work (for at least some of the time). With the advent of more remote working, there is
scope for high-skilled, well paid out-commuters to spend more working time in towns, either in their

Legatum Institute (August 2021) The United Kingdom Prosperity Index
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own homes or in co-working spaces. Placemaking interventions are therefore important in helping
towns to become good places to live and work.

3.1.6

3.1.7

Housing affordability
Housing affordability is a significant issue in towns, particularly for younger people who want to live
and work there. Housing availability is often limited, particularly for (both social and market)
affordable housing. There are plans for large scale developments and urban extensions in many
coastal and market towns, and it will be important to ensure that as much affordable housing is
delivered as part of these developments. The delivery of employment space alongside new homes
will also help to increase the opportunities for people to live and work in the same place.
Innovation
The recently published UK Innovation Strategy18 doesn’t offer much to Devon towns. There are
some innovative businesses in Devon towns that can benefit through working with universities and
R&D institutes, but this strategy is mostly focused on activities in cities. It would be helpful to
understand the support required by innovative companies in Devon’s towns and work with FE, HE,
and other research institutes to deliver this.

3.2

Opportunities and aspirations for town growth

3.2.1

The opportunities for towns identified in the HotSW Future of Towns study (Chapters 4 and 6), are
in summary:
•

•

•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•

18

Although often lacking a formal vision, strategy and action plan, there are good ideas for
development projects in most towns (although they are not often well worked-up or ‘shovel
ready’)
There are plans for major residential development in many towns, which can help to increase
the population, supporting vitality and providing a critical mass of users for public and private
services. Efforts need to be made to connect and integrate these into the existing towns
There are plans for public realm and mixed-use developments in many towns
Many towns have strong and vibrant communities with many groups and organisations i.e.
social capital
Greater remote working will enable people to live and work largely in towns
Many towns have, or are close to, further education colleges. Improving access to these,
through better public transport links, and through online access will help to increase the uptake
of education and training, leading to higher and more suitable skill levels
There are ideas about the development of SMART towns, exploiting opportunities for digitally
focused economic activity
There is scope for bringing new occupiers and activities into town centres in response to retail
vacancies (e.g. education/training, work hubs, community space etc.)
There is often potential to encourage the night-time economy to bring vitality to the town centre
outside the traditional shop opening hours
Improving the quality of employment in the tourism and hospitality sectors through investment
in skills and initiatives could improve the sector’s productivity and extend the tourism season
Exploiting the attractiveness of town centres and their natural environment, will make them
attractive places to live and visit

Department for Business. Energy & Industrial Strategy (July 2021) UK Innovation Strategy
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•
•
•
•
•

3.2.2

3.2.3

3.2.4

Work, work-hubs, live-work, and co-working space
The way in which many people work has changed during the Covid-19 pandemic, with greater
flexible working and working from home. Research carried out for the LGA in 2021 suggests that
there will be more flexible working in the future, which will mean more people working in towns19.
Some of these people can work from home, but others will want or need to work outside their
homes.
Research into the potential to deliver work hubs in Devon’s towns has been carried out, reflecting
national and global trends towards the greater use of co-working space. A recent report for Devon
County Council20 was completed before the Covid-19 pandemic and showed strong demand for
work hubs and coworking space. It is likely that demand for work hubs in towns has increased
since then, as the scope for remote working has increased due to technological changes and
changes in attitudes and working practices during the pandemic. This 2020 report focused on
demand from the creative, digital, social media, ICT, arts, and professional services sectors. The
demand may now be broader, with people in many more sectors now enabled to work remotely,
but unwilling or unable to work in their own homes. The 2020 study noted demand in Bideford,
Seaton, Newton Abbot, Teignmouth, Kingsbridge and South Molton.
Inclusive growth
Inclusive growth is a widely used term, but one which lacks a common definition. The concept is
discussed in more detail in Appendix 1. The RSA Inclusive Growth Commission defines an inclusive
economy as one that enables as many people as possible to contribute to and benefit from growth
that is taking place. The implementation of this will vary from town to town depending on locally
specific challenges and opportunities. Research undertaken by the LGA emphasises the need for
a clearly articulated strategy to achieve inclusive growth. Key aspects of this will include:
•
•
•
•

3.2.5

Supporting independent retailers by attracting people into the town centre through events and
festivals
Encouraging local procurement by the public and private sectors, retaining supply-chain spend
in the local area
Encouraging community ownership of key assets including locally important retail and leisure
assets
Encouraging the construction of low carbon housing and the retrofitting of low carbon
technologies to older houses
Identifying important local opportunities and investing in the preparation of plans which can be
used to support bids for funding

A town-specific evidence base
Identification of the priority groups in the town, to ensure that the strategy helps them
A consensus view of what inclusive growth means for the town
Focus on the areas in which the local authority and other stakeholders can make a real
difference

Partnership with anchor institutions
An effective way of delivering inclusive growth is for the local authority to work with local anchor
institutions, including the NHS, colleges, housing associations and large employers. Encouraging

Pragmatix Advisory (April 2021) Rural Recognition, Recovery, Resilience, and Revitalisation: A Report for the Local
Government Association
20 Most recently: Transform Research (March 2020) Devon Work Hubs and Coworking Spaces
19
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these to recruit from target communities, pay the living wage, and support career progression will
help to deliver inclusive growth in towns. Encouraging them to procure locally, and procure jointly
to increase the scale of contracts, will also help retain wealth in the local area, supporting inclusive
growth. Encouraging these institutions to use their land assets for community benefit will support
inclusive growth.
3.2.6

3.2.7

3.2.8

3.2.9

3.2.10

Getting adjacent Town and District Councils with common challenges and opportunities to work
together on inclusive growth will help to create strategies at a larger scale, which will have more
impact, and create economies of scale in terms of procurement and wage levels.
Other opportunities to support inclusive growth
In rural areas accessibility is often restricted, with poor public transport and limited access to cars
meaning that residents cannot access training, work and services. There are examples of schemes
to improve personal mobility, e.g. through the hire of mopeds, electric bicycles and bicycles, which
helps to improve target communities’ access to growth that is taking place nearby.
Improving access to training and providing support and guidance on training and career
development in growing local sectors, also helps to deliver inclusive growth.
Environmentally sustainable development
There are plans for significant residential and workspace development in Devon’s towns, including
proposals for urban extensions in many towns. Making new development as sustainable as
possible will ensure that growth helps to contribute to environmental and sustainability goals,
including those of the Devon Carbon Strategy10. Research carried out for the LGA19 highlighted the
greater desire for ‘green values’ in areas such as local food supply chains and natural assets.
Improving opportunities for active travel, alongside the infrastructure for electric vehicle charging
will help to improve the environmental quality of towns.
Six principles for promoting health and wellbeing in new developments and the urban environment
have been suggested by the World Green Buildings Council are21:
•
•
•
•
•
•

3.2.11

Protecting and enhancing the health of people across a building’s lifecycle, through its design,
delivery, use, re-use and deconstruction, in terms of air, water, social and mental health
Prioritising comfort for building users in terms of thermal comfort, light, acoustics, and
inclusion
Maximising harmony between the natural and built environments
Design to facilitate positive behaviour and health
Creating positive social value with buildings and communities, during construction, and in
surrounding communities
Taking positive climate action, committing to net zero whole-life carbon emissions, resilience
to climate change, efficient use of water, and the circular use of materials. This will include a
greater focus on energy saving and local low carbon energy generation

Suggestions for urban nature-based solutions to meeting sustainability goals in the construction
of new environments and buildings made by the UK Green Buildings Council include22:

World Green Building Council (November 2020) Health & Wellbeing Framework: Six Principles for a Healthy, Sustainable Built
Environment
22 UK Green Building Council (April 2021) Principles for Delivering Urban Nature-Based Solutions
21
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•
•
•
•
•

Making all new buildings and infrastructure climate resilient and maximising the environmental
net gains throughout their lifetime
Delivering sustainable draining and street trees
Creating green roofs and green walls
Creating urban parks and green spaces within new developments, including interconnected
and varied habitats
Creating long-term management plans for the urban environment

3.3

Good practice in town development

3.3.1

Examples of good practice are set out in the HotSW Future of Towns study (Chapter 4.4). Research
by the United Nations into towns in America found several of successful smaller towns, including:
•
•
•
•

3.3.2

Cutting across these themes are some common elements:
•
•
•

3.3.3

Having a clear vision for local development, with buy-in from the local community
An action plan, including projects, to help to achieve the vision
Strong governance, including public-private partnerships

Other examples of good practice looked at in the HotSW Future of Towns study (Chapter 4.4)
include:
•

•

3.3.4

Incubation and support for entrepreneurs and small businesses
Place-based development strategies that capitalise on local competitive advantages
Labour force development, including working with local colleges
The creation of robust industrial strategies, particularly ones that encourage green
development

Whitehaven, a coastal town in Cumbria that has established a vibrant visitor economy following
strong leadership from the public and private sector, investment in harbour infrastructure,
conversion of historic assets to contemporary uses, and establishment of local events to attract
visitors
Hayle, a coastal town in Cornwall, which created a plan with community buy-in, and managed
to attract significant private investment. Development in the town has included refurbishment
of old buildings and a focus on industrial heritage

Lessons in town development in the Heart of the South West
Investment is currently being made into towns in the Heart of the South West through the Future
High Streets Fund (FHSF) and Town Deals. These are discussed in the HotSW Future of Towns
study (Chapter 5). The high-level messages from the review of five FHSF programmes and three
Town Deals are:
•
•
•
•

Given short bidding timescales, project preparation needs to be undertaken in advance even
of funds being announced. This requires speculative investment
To attract funding, projects must contribute towards meeting national, regional and local
strategies and plans
Towns needs a clear and communicable vision that is built from a high-quality evidence base
The vision, plan and projects must be based on robust local consultation and support from the
local community and stakeholders
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•
•
3.3.5

It is easier to deliver regeneration projects when sites and premises are in public ownership
Projects need to meet a fund’s criteria in order to successfully attract investment

Examples of projects being delivered through existing funding streams are set out in the figure
below. Any projects seeking public funding will ne
Figure 3.1: Projects Currently Being Delivered in HotSW Towns
Future High Streets Fund
Site acquisition
Site development
Redevelopment of premises over shops to deliver new residential units
Developing residential units in town centres
Levelling Up Fund
Premises for businesses and community organisations
Regeneration of derelict buildings
Infrastructure/overcoming barriers to growth
Major civil engineering
Town Deal
Work readiness and sector specific skills
Festivals and events
Public realm
Major mixed-use redevelopment – residential and public services
Major transport infrastructure

3.3.6

3.3.7

A comprehensive list of potential projects to support the role of towns in their recovery from Covid19 and as places to live, work, visit, shop, and access services, and as healthy, vibrant, inclusive,
sustainable and connected places are set out in Chapter 7 (Figure 7.1) of HotSW Future of Towns
study.
Devon
Ashburton in Devon has been recognised as a vibrant place that has seen growth and revitalisation
in recent years. The town centre hosts a cluster of antique shops, an antique sale room, and arts
centre which all draw tourists into the town. The town has very few multiple/national retailers, with
most being independent. This has led to a low retail vacancy rate, as vacant units are occupied by
antique shops and associated retailers such as delicatessens and hospitality venues. Whilst the
cluster of antique shops has become a draw to further businesses, the attractiveness of the town
centre has been enhanced by the activities of a Town Team, working with the town’s chamber of
trade and town council which have:
•
•
•

3.3.8

Helped to develop an antique trail, which has increased awareness of the town and drawn
visitors in
Created a local guide listing all businesses, and raising awareness of these
Supported a food festival and late-night shopping in the town

Beyond the town centre, Ashburton has several large employers including a major software
company of the headquarters of a quarrying company. The town attracts net in-commuting and
workers will support the level of activity in the town centre, for example during their lunch break.
The town is easily accessible from the A38 and between Exeter and Plymouth, which has helped
to attract businesses which can then draw in workers from further afield. The large businesses in
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the town are supportive of local growth and have provided funding for small community projects.
The River Dart Country Park is also close to Ashburton, which draws visitors into the area who then
visit the town.
3.3.9

The process of growth in Ashburton has been built on its competitive advantages and has not relied
on significant support from the public sector. However, it offers some lessons for other places,
including:
•
•
•
•

The importance of a Town Team of engaged local stakeholders, working with a pro-active town
council and chamber of trade
The value of drawing footfall into the town through events and late-night shopping
A high quality built environment, which is well maintained
The benefit of a having a relatively large number of people working in the town, which increases
footfall throughout the day

Other places
3.3.10 Frome in Somerset is often cited as an exemplar of town growth and regeneration. This has been
driven by a very active town council, which has raised funding through the Council Tax precept and
employs a significant number of staff. It has also benefitted from significant private investment,
including in workspace for small businesses. The market has been very successful and there has
been a lot of support and encouragement for independent retailers and other small businesses.
3.3.11

Scarborough in North Yorkshire has seen a renaissance in visits by British holidaymakers,
particularly in response to the Covid 19 pandemic. In addition, the town has seen recent growth
driven by investment in an offshore windfarm, a new university campus, and a new business park.
Established local business are investing in their operations in the town, and the town has attracted
inward investment. Economic growth is being accompanied by population growth. However, there
remain challenges, particularly with the quality of the town centre environment, so there is still
scope for improvement.

3.3.12

Other coastal towns which have experienced recent growth include: Margate, where investment in
the Turner Contemporary gallery has had a significant impact on tourism, and has been
accompanied by several major investments in the Dreamland vintage seaside pleasure park which
has enhanced the attraction of the town; and Hastings, where the Victorian pier has seen recent
further investment following its re-opening in 2016.
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4

The Coastal and Market Towns in Devon

4.0.1

This chapter sets out an overview of the coastal and market towns in Devon, including an
assessment of their vulnerability to future decline, a comparison against South West and England
(excluding London) benchmarks, and an overview of how the case study towns were selected.

4.1

Introduction

4.1.1

There are 26 towns23 in Devon with a population of more than 5,000 people. As a city, Exeter is
not included in this analysis.
Figure 4.1: Location of Towns in Devon

23

This research uses the Built Up Area or BUA definition of each of Devon’s towns, as defined by the ONS
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4.2

Types of towns in Devon

4.2.1

Size
The 26 towns have been categorised by their size based on Centre for Towns’ definitions24.
Figure 4.2: Population of Towns (Built-Up Areas) in Devon, 2019
Town
Population
Town
Medium-Sized
Towns

Small Towns

Communities

Population

Newton Abbot
Exmouth

39,400 Barnstaple
35,700 Bideford

32,800
30,800

Tiverton
Teignmouth
Dawlish
Sidmouth

20,600
18,000
13,400
13,300

12,500
11,800
11,500
10,900

Braunton
Cranbrook
Cullompton
Totnes

9,900
9,700
8,900
8,800

Seaton
Okehampton

8,800 Ottery St Mary
8,800 Budleigh Salterton

5,600
5,400

Crediton

8,200 Dartmouth

5,400

Tavistock
Ivybridge
Honiton
Ilfracombe
Axminster
Kingsbridge
Great Torrington
South Molton

6,800
6,200
6,000
5,700

N.b. These figures show the population of the ONS defined Built Up Area or BUA, which may
include adjacent villages and urban extensions if they are contiguous with the town
Source: ONS Population Estimates, 2021

4.2.2

Role of towns
We have identified four classifications in our typology of towns that are useful to consider in the
context of this study:
•
•

•

•

4.2.3
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Coastal – defined by their location on the coastline. These towns are often less accessible and
more dependent on sectors such as Tourism
Hub/market - Defra/ONS defines these as towns with a population of between 10,000 and
30,000 that play very important roles as ‘hubs’ to the rural areas around them (i.e. their rural
hinterland) in terms of providing services, employment and businesses. For this classification
we have looked at towns outside this size-band
Employment centre – those towns with an employment ratio (employment as a proportion of
the residential population) above the average for the Devon towns i.e. places with more
employment than the average for a town in Devon
Commuter – those towns that have an out-commuting ratio (out-commuting as a proportion of
the residential population) above the average for the Devon town i.e. more out-commuting than
for the average town in Devon

Local stakeholder views have also been used to inform this classification.

Centre for Towns https://www.centrefortowns.org/our-towns
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Figure 4.3: Typology of Towns (Built-Up Areas) in Devon
Population
Coastal
Hub/market
Employment Commuter
(BUA)
Centre
Axminster
6,800
X
X
Barnstaple
32,800
X
X
Bideford
30,800
X
X
Braunton
9,900
X
X
Budleigh Salterton
5,400
X
X
Cranbrook*
9,700
X
Crediton
8,200
X
Cullompton
8,900
X
Dartmouth
5,400
X
X
Dawlish
13,400
X
X
X
Exmouth
35,700
X
X
Great Torrington
6,000
X
Honiton
11,500
X
X
X
Ilfracombe
10,900
X
X
X
Ivybridge
11,800
X
Kingsbridge
6,200
X
Newton Abbot
39,400
X
X
X
Okehampton
8,800
X
X
Ottery St Mary
5,600
X
Seaton
8,800
X
X
Sidmouth
13,300
X
X
South Molton
5,700
X
Tavistock
12,500
X
X
Teignmouth
18,000
X
X
X
Tiverton
20,600
X
X
X
Totnes
8,800
X
*Note that since Cranbrook is a new town there is less data available for the town and it is assumed
that given the large number of houses relative to employment development that at this stage it is
a commuter town
4.2.4

Most of the towns have multiple functions. There are reasonably large flows of people across
Devon, with people choosing to live in one location and travel to another for work, retail, leisure
and services. This could be a function of the largely rural nature of the county (where people are
used to/expect to travel for work and services), and the uneven distribution of employment land
across the towns in Devon.

4.3

Benchmarking the performance of Devon’s towns

4.3.1

In this section we look at the performance of Devon’s towns compared to the benchmarks of the
South West region and England (excluding London because this is not a helpful comparison for
Devon’s towns). This analysis helps identify broader common opportunities and challenges across
all towns in Devon. More detailed benchmarking analysis is set out in Appendix 2. More socioeconomic data on the current baseline for each of the 26 towns is set in Appendix 3.
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4.3.2

4.3.3

Pandemic and post-pandemic impacts upon population, incomes and employment location and
distribution are likely to have occurred. Data representing these changes has yet to be published
and will be reviewed in the context of each town by Devon County Council as soon as it is available.
Population
More than half (16) of the towns in Devon have seen population growth below the South West and
England (excluding London) benchmarks, with three of these towns seeing population decline over
this period. Population decline in towns will largely be driven by the falling size of households over
recent years. Population is measured for the ONS defined Built-Up Area (BUA). The data is an
estimate of population which may be revised when the 2021 Census of Population is published.
Figure 4.4: Population change of Devon Towns (Built-Up Areas), South West and England
(excluding London)
Town
Percentage Change in Town
Percentage Change in
Population 2011 –
Population 2011 –
2019 (BUA)
2019 (BUA)
Cranbrook
185% Great Torrington
4%
Dawlish
18% Crediton
4%
Axminster
15% Barnstaple
4%
Cullompton
15% Exmouth
3%
Ottery St Mary
14% Teignmouth
3%
South Molton
11% Braunton
2%
Newton Abbot
10% Tavistock
2%
Totnes
9% Budleigh Salterton
2%
Devon Towns Average
7% Okehampton
1%
Bideford
7% Kingsbridge
1%
Sidmouth
6% Honiton
0%
South West
6% Ivybridge
-1%
England (exc. London)
5% Ilfracombe
-2%
Seaton
5% Dartmouth
-6%
Tiverton
5%
Source: ONS Population Estimates, 2021

4.3.4

4.3.5

In examining the Old Age Dependency Ratio25, we find that the vast majority of towns in Devon
have larger populations of older residents relative to their working age populations than the
England (excluding London) and South West benchmarks.
Employment
Ten of the 26 towns in Devon have seen employment growth above the South West and England
(excluding London) benchmarks. Of those that are below the benchmarks, 12 have seen a decline
in employment.

The Old Age Dependency Ratio (OADR) is the number of people aged 65+ as a proportion of those aged 16-64 living in an
area

25
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Figure 4.5: Employment Change compared to Devon Towns, South West and England (excluding
London)
Town
Percentage Change in Town
Percentage Change in
Employment 2015 Employment 2015 2019
2019
Seaton
20%
Kingsbridge
1%
Ilfracombe
18%
Great Torrington
0%
Dawlish
17%
Bideford
-2%
Cranbrook
16%
Okehampton
-2%
Honiton
14%
Newton Abbot
-2%
Budleigh Salterton
14%
Braunton
-2%
Axminster
12%
Tiverton
-5%
Cullompton
11%
South Molton
-6%
Crediton
10%
Ivybridge
-6%
Exmouth
7%
Sidmouth
-9%
South West
5%
Tavistock
-9%
England (exc. London)
4%
Totnes
-10%
Barnstaple
4%
Dartmouth
-10%
Ottery St Mary
1%
Teignmouth
-10%
Devon Towns Average
1%
Source: ONS Business Register and Employment Survey, 2020

4.3.6

Self-containment and employment ratio
The figure below shows the ratio of jobs in towns to the resident population of each town. This gives
a measure of the self-containment of that town.
Figure 4.4: Employment ratio compared to Devon Towns, South West and England (excluding
London)
Employment ratio
Employment ratio
Barnstaple
0.68 Ilfracombe
0.37
Cranbrook
0.67 Cullompton
0.36
South Molton
0.64 Tavistock
0.35
Totnes
0.57 Sidmouth
0.34
Dartmouth
0.47 Seaton
0.32
South West
0.47 Dawlish
0.31
Newton Abbot
0.47 Bideford
0.31
Kingsbridge
0.46 Braunton
0.30
England (exc. London)
0.46 Great Torrington
0.29
Honiton
0.46 Exmouth
0.27
Crediton
0.44 Ottery St Mary
0.26
Tiverton
0.40 Teignmouth
0.23
Towns Average
0.40 Ivybridge
0.22
Axminster
0.39 Budleigh Salterton
0.22
Okehampton
0.38
Source: ONS Business Register and Employment Survey, 2020, and ONS Population Estimates,
2021
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4.3.7

4.3.8

Most towns in Devon have an employment to population ratio below the benchmark areas,
suggesting that they have fewer jobs than they could, and that towns could play a stronger
employment role.
Claimant Count
The Devon towns do not have high claimant counts relative to the size of their working age
populations.
Figure 4.6: Claimant Count as a proportion of the resident population 2019 compared with the
Devon Towns, South West and England (excluding London)
Claimant Count
Claimant Count
Budleigh Salterton
0.4 Crediton
1.1
Ottery St Mary
0.6 Great Torrington
1.1
Braunton
0.6 Honiton
1.2
1.2
Sidmouth
0.7 Devon Towns Average
Ivybridge
0.7 Tiverton
1.3
Cranbrook
0.7 Axminster
1.3
Kingsbridge
0.7 Totnes
1.3
Seaton
0.8 Exmouth
1.4
Cullompton
0.8 Ilfracombe
1.7
Tavistock
0.8 Newton Abbot
1.8
2.0
Dartmouth
0.9 South West
South Molton
0.9 Barnstaple
2.4
Dawlish
1.0 Bideford
2.6
England
(exc.
London)
2.7
Teignmouth
1.0
Okehampton
1.0
Source: ONS Claimant Count by Sex and Age, 2021

4.3.9

The majority of towns in Devon have seen increases in the Claimant Count above the average seen
in England (excluding London) during the Covid-19 pandemic. This reflects the industrial structure
of South West which has a large Tourism sector, most of which was closed for some of 2020.

Income Domain of the Index of Multiple Deprivation
4.3.10 This shows the proportion of the population that has low incomes. The majority of towns in Devon
are in-line with or below the South West benchmark, meaning that most towns in Devon have a
lower proportion of their populations on low incomes than the national average. Only five towns
see a higher proportion of residents on low incomes than the England (excluding London)
benchmark.
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Figure 4.7: Income Domain of IMD 2019 compared with South West Benchmark and England
(excluding London) Benchmarks
Income Domain of
Income Domain of
the Index of
the Index of
Multiple
Multiple
Deprivation as a
Deprivation as a
Proportion of the
Proportion of the
Resident
Resident
Population
Population
11%
Braunton
6% Devon Towns Average
Ivybridge
7% Axminster
11%
Budleigh Salterton
7% Teignmouth
11%
Sidmouth
8% Great Torrington
12%
Ottery St Mary
8% Newton Abbot
12%
Cullompton
9% Tiverton
12%
Seaton
9% South Molton
12%
Cranbrook
10% Dawlish
12%
13%
Tavistock
10% England (excl. London)
Exmouth
10% Okehampton
13%
Dartmouth
10% Barnstaple
14%
Honiton
10% Bideford
14%
South West
11% Totnes
16%
Crediton
11% Ilfracombe
17%
Kingsbridge
11%
Source: English Indices of Multiple Deprivation, 2019
Employment Domain of the Index of Multiple Deprivation
4.3.11 This is a measure of the proportion of people in an area that are involuntarily excluded from the
labour market. The majority of towns have an equal or greater proportion of their population who
are involuntarily excluded from the labour market than the South West and England (excluding
London).
Figure 4.8: Employment Score of IMD 2019 compared with South West Benchmark and
England (excluding London) Benchmarks
Employment
Employment Domain
Domain of the Index
of the Index of
of Multiple
Multiple Deprivation
Deprivation as a
as a Proportion of
Proportion of
Working Age
Working Age
Population 18-64
Population 18-64
Braunton
5% Newton Abbot
9%
Cranbrook
6% Axminster
10%
Ivybridge
6% South Molton
10%
Ottery St Mary
7% Tavistock
10%
Dartmouth
7% Devon Towns Average
10%
Budleigh Salterton
7% Kingsbridge
10%
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Employment
Domain of the Index
of Multiple
Deprivation as a
Proportion of
Working Age
Population 18-64
Cullompton
8% Okehampton
Sidmouth
8% Teignmouth
Seaton
8% Tiverton
Crediton
9% Barnstaple
South West
9% Dawlish
Honiton
9% Bideford
Exmouth
9% Totnes
England (excl. London)
9% Ilfracombe
Great Torrington
9%
Source: English Indices of Multiple Deprivation, 2019

Employment Domain
of the Index of
Multiple Deprivation
as a Proportion of
Working Age
Population 18-64

10%
10%
10%
12%
12%
13%
13%
15%

Retail vacancies
4.3.12 Data on retail and leisure vacancies has been provided by Devon County Council. These have been
combined into an overall vacancy rate. This assessment includes some dedicated retail areas as
well as data for the town centres. This data has been collected between October 2020 and
September 2021. This shows variation of retail vacancy from more than 20% in Cullompton to less
than 5% in Braunton and Dartmouth.
Figure 4.5: Retail and Leisure Vacancy Rates
Overall
vacancy rate
(retail and
leisure)
Cullompton
21.6% Budleigh Salterton
Barnstaple
18.8% Ivybridge
Axminster
18.3% Totnes
Ilfracombe
17.0% Great Torrington (pannier market only)
Bideford
13.2% Dawlish
Kingsbridge
12.8% Kingsteignton (part of Newton Abbot)
Seaton
12.1% Sidmouth
Newton Abbot
12.0% Ottery St Mary
Tavistock
11.7% Teignmouth
Crediton
10.6% Dartmouth
Okehampton
10.6% Braunton
Honiton
10.4% Kingsteignton out of town retail
Exmouth
9.4% Cranbrook
Barnstaple retail park
9.1% South Molton
Tiverton
9.1%

Overall
vacancy rate
(retail and
leisure)
8.8%
8.5%
8.1%
7.7%
6.7%
6.7%
6.7%
6.2%
5.2%
4.9%
4.5%
0.0%
n/a
n/a
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Key messages
4.3.13 The key messages from this benchmarking analysis are that both recent population and
employment change have been variable in Devon’s towns, with some towns above the levels seen
in benchmark areas and others below. It is notable that some towns have seen declines in
population, employment, and in some cases both. The Claimant Count in most towns is below the
benchmark figures for the South West. Income-domain deprivation is variable, but only five of the
26 towns have worse income deprivation than the England average. Employment deprivation also
varies across the towns.

4.4

The vulnerability of towns to future decline

4.4.1

Building on existing work by Devon County Council (DCC) we have developed vulnerability indices
for the 26 towns in Devon, to consider the whole of the towns rather than individual Lower Super
Output Areas (LSOAs) considered by DCC. In total there are three vulnerability indices generated
by this work: a Covid-19 Vulnerability Index, a Structural Vulnerability Index, and a Combined
Vulnerability Index which brings together the previous two.

4.4.2

Structural vulnerability
This index identifies those towns that were vulnerable to decline before the Covid-19 pandemic.
These will often be longstanding issues that have been developed over a long period of time. This
index calculated using data on:
•
•
•
•

Old age dependency ratio (i.e. the ratio of those aged 65+ to those aged 16-64)
Index of Multiple Deprivation (IMD)
The income domain of the IMD (putting more weight on low incomes)
Claimant Count as a proportion of the resident working age population, and recent change in
this

Figure 4.9: Structural Vulnerability Index
Town
Rank
Ilfracombe
1
Barnstaple
2
Bideford
3
Totnes
4
Dawlish
5
Newton Abbot
6
Axminster
7
Tiverton
8
South Molton
9
Seaton
10
Teignmouth
11
Okehampton
12
Exmouth
13

4.4.3

Town
Dartmouth
Great Torrington
Honiton
Kingsbridge
Sidmouth
Budleigh Salterton
Crediton
Tavistock
Cullompton
Cranbrook
Braunton
Ottery St Mary
Ivybridge

Rank
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26

Covid-19 vulnerability
This index identifies those towns which are particularly exposed to the economic impacts of the
Covid-19 pandemic. These impacts are likely to be temporary as public health restrictions are
removed. The index is calculated using data on:
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•
•

Employment in vulnerable sectors (e.g. Accommodation & Food Services, Non-food Retail, and
the Arts & Leisure sectors) and recent change in this
Claimant Count and the increase in this since the start of the pandemic

Figure 4.10: Covid-19 Vulnerability Index
Town
Rank
Newton Abbot
1
Exmouth
2
Bideford
3
Barnstaple
4
Dawlish
5
Sidmouth
6
Ilfracombe
7
Tavistock
8
Totnes
9
Teignmouth
10
Tiverton
11
Dartmouth
12
Cullompton
13

4.4.4
4.4.5

Town

Braunton
Ottery St Mary
Okehampton
Honiton
Axminster
Seaton
Ivybridge
Kingsbridge
Great Torrington
Budleigh Salterton
Cranbrook
Crediton
South Molton

Combined vulnerability index
This index combines the Covid-19 and the structural vulnerability indices set out above.
The figure below also shows the number of LSOAs in each town that are ranked in the top ten of
DCC’s Economic Vulnerability Index. This index ranks the vulnerability of individual LSOA’s based
on economic impacts of the pandemic.
Figure 4.11: Combined Vulnerability Index
Town
Rank
Top Ten
Vulnerable
LSOAs (DCC)
Bideford
1
Barnstaple
2
1
Ilfracombe
3
2
Newton Abbot
4
2
Totnes
5
Exmouth
6
1
Dawlish
7
Tiverton
8
Axminster
9
Teignmouth
10
1
Seaton
11
Okehampton
12
13
Sidmouth

4.4.6

Rank
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26

Town

Dartmouth
Honiton
South Molton
Tavistock
Kingsbridge
Great Torrington
Budleigh Salterton
Crediton
Cullompton
Braunton
Ottery St Mary
Cranbrook
Ivybridge

Rank

14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26

Top Ten
Vulnerable
LSOAs (DCC)
1
1
-

Overall, the town of Bideford places highest on the Combined Vulnerability Index. Ilfracombe places
first in the Structural Vulnerability Index and has two LSOAs in the top ten of Devon County Council’s
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Economic Vulnerability Index. Newton Abbot is top of the Covid-19 Vulnerability Index, and also has
two LSOAs in the top ten of Devon County Council’s Economic Vulnerability Index.

4.4.7

Key messages
Some towns are more vulnerable to the impacts of Covid-19 than others; and some face longerterm structural vulnerability. Some of the towns face vulnerability in both the short and longerterms. It is the towns facing wide-raging vulnerability that should be the focus of efforts to support
regeneration and growth.

4.5

Choosing case study towns

4.5.1

Five towns have been chosen as case studies to allow in-depth analysis of a range of towns in
Devon. The towns have been chosen based on a combination of the following metrics:
•
•
•
•
•

Variety of locations
Range of types
Vulnerable towns
With opportunities for future regeneration and growth
Readiness to change and grow

4.5.2

This approach combines quantitative data, which is discussed above and in Appendix 2, and
qualitative data on the challenges, opportunities and readiness to change, which is collected from
consultations with local stakeholders.

4.5.3

A number of variables have been considered when selecting these towns. We have sought to
ensure there is a good geographical spread of towns across the whole of the County, to ensure that
any common challenges based on location across Devon (such as transport connectivity or
proximity to cites) are reflected in these case studies.

4.5.4

The towns selected are a variety of sizes and types. There are a mix of coastal and inland towns,
and towns that serve a range of functions.

4.5.5

All the towns we have selected fall into the top ten most vulnerable in the Combined Vulnerability
Index. Equally, it is important that the towns have aspirations and opportunities to overcome the
challenges they face. Towns which already have significant intervention programmes (e.g. Future
High Streets Funding in Barnstaple and Newton Abbot) have not been chosen as case studies.
Exmouth has not been chosen because of the development of significant intervention through the
One Public Estate programme. Totnes scores relatively highly in terms of vulnerability (although it
is thought to be recovering well from Covid-induced vulnerability), but not in terms of apparent
challenges and opportunities.

4.5.6

The towns that have been selected for the case studies are:
•
•
•
•
•

Axminster in East Devon
Bideford in Torridge
Dawlish in Teignbridge
Ilfracombe in North Devon
Tiverton in Mid Devon
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5

Case Studies of Five Devon Towns

5.0.1

In this chapter we investigate five case study towns in Devon, to identify their challenges,
opportunities, and future growth prospects. This chapter draws on the individual case studies set
out in Appendices 4, 5, 6, 7 and 8 for:
•
•
•
•
•

Axminster
Bideford
Dawlish
Ilfracombe
Tiverton

5.0.2

The case studies are based on consultations with local stakeholders including the town councils,
town chambers of commerce, District Councils, and Devon County Council. These have been
supplemented with socio-economic data analysis and documentary review including local plans
and funding bids. In two of the towns (Axminster and Bideford) a group of experts (including experts
in regeneration, development, planning, and future working practices) visited the towns for a
walking tour and meeting with local stakeholders to understand the challenges and opportunities,
and identify actions for the development of the town.

5.0.3

Recommendations on next steps for promoting growth in these towns, which should be set within
the context of a Devon-wide approach (proposed in detail in Chapter 6), are set out in this chapter.
The recommendations have been developed from the local consultations, data analysis, and
documentary review.

5.1

Axminster

5.1.1

Overview
The Built Up Area of Axminster has a population of 8,200 but is the service centre for a large rural
hinterland. It saw a high rate of population growth between 2011 and 2019, probably due to new
housing development. Whilst the population aged over 65 grew at a greater rate than the workingage population over this period, the growth in working-age population was much higher than that
seen across Devon towns. However, Axminster has an older population and a greater proportion of
residents aged over 65 than the average for Devon towns.

5.1.2

There were 3,200 people in employment in Axminster in 2019. This increased by 11% between
2015 and 2019, which is significantly higher than the Devon towns’ average of 1%. This is probably
linked to the growth in working-age population. The employment ratio (of workers to residents) is
lower than the average for Devon towns. There is net in-commuting (latest data is from 2011), with
3,100 commuting into the town and 2,800 commuting out. Axminster has a higher proportion of
workers in Production & Construction than the Devon towns average, reflecting its manufacturing
activity, and lower employment in the Wholesale, Retail, Transport and Other Private sectors.

5.1.3

The claimant count in 2019 was slightly above the Devon towns average, but well below South
West and national figures. This rose throughout the Covid-19 pandemic in 2020, but at a rate well
below other towns, the South West and national rates of increase.

5.1.4

Axminster is the fourteenth most deprived of 26 towns in Devon according to the Index of Multiple
Deprivation (IMD). With regard to sectors that are vulnerable to the impacts of Covid-19, Axminster
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has lower employment than the Devon towns average in Accommodation & Food, but higher
employment in Non-Food Retail and Arts & Entertainment.

5.1.5

Vulnerability to future decline
Three measures of the vulnerability of towns to future decline have been constructed for this study:
•

•
•

5.1.6

5.1.7

Axminister is ranked eighteenth of 26 Devon towns for vulnerability to the impacts of Covid-19
(based on employment in sectors vulnerable to Covid-19 impacts, and recent changes in the
claimant count)
It is ranked seventh of 26 for structural vulnerability (based on the population age structure,
Index of Multiple Deprivation, income data in the IMD, and the Claimant Count)
It ranks ninth of 26 for combined vulnerability (i.e. vulnerability to Covid-19 and structural
vulnerability)

The highest ranked ward in Axminster in the separate Devon County Council vulnerability index is
ranked at forty-sixth in Devon (out of a total of 457).
Local Plan
The East Devon Local Plan aspiration is to grow both the residential and employment roles of
Axminster, improving its self-containment and vitality. There are plans for significant residential
development over the period to 2031. This includes a North Eastern Urban Extension of 650 new
homes and 8 Ha of commercial and employment land, but the delivery of this is dependent on a
new relief road. There is no funding package in place for this new road.

5.1.8

Potential for town centre improvements including the regeneration of former Webster’s Garage site
and public realm improvements are set out in the plan.

5.1.9

A Neighbourhood Plan has been in preparation since 2013, but is not yet developed.
Figure 5.1: East Devon Local Plan Key Diagram for Axminster

Source: https://eastdevon.gov.uk/media/1462340/new-local-plan-axminster-jan-2016-final.pdf
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Challenges and barriers
5.1.10 The most immediate and obvious challenge facing the town is the high volume of traffic, including
HGVs, along the A358 through the town, and regular congestion. This adversely affects the
perception, quality and environment of the town centre. A long-term solution is a relief road which
would take through- traffic away from the town centre, but there are no plans in place to deliver
this. A short-term solution to reduce congestion is a one-way system through the town, but this will
not solve the adverse impacts of high volumes of traffic.
5.1.11

Whilst there are growth aspirations for the town, flood risk and landscape designations mean that
the only major opportunity is the North Eastern Urban Extension. This is hamstrung by the difficulty
of delivering a relief road.

5.1.12

Whilst a food retail centre for a larger hinterland, the town is weaker in terms of non-food retail.
There are some vacant units in the town centre. Following the closure of the Trinity House
department store, this landmark building has been redeveloped for retail and community uses,
which is very positive. The internet and social media activity of Axminster businesses is relatively
poor, with scope for significant improvement, which would benefit individual businesses and the
town as a whole. The town has a lively weekly market, but footfall is not high throughout the week.
Efforts are needed to draw people into the town – both residents of the hinterland and visitors from
farther afield.

5.1.13

Despite relatively high levels of employment growth in recent years, Axminster has below average
employment and little high-quality high-wage employment.

5.1.14

Axminster does not have any sixth-form or further education provision, which means that young
people must travel outside the town for education and training. The town lacks facilities for young
people. The potential for delivering training and education in the town should be explored.

5.1.15

Despite the above-average rates of population and employment growth in recent years, it is
perceived that the town is falling behind nearby competitors such as Chard and Honiton in terms
of growth and vitality. The population is relatively old and getting older. Poor housing affordability
and few employment opportunities means that many younger people leave the town.

5.1.16

There is no strong community-led vision for the future of the town. Whilst there is a core group of
community leaders, they are concerned that younger people are not stepping into positions of
community leadership.

5.1.17

Opportunities and aspirations
Having seen strong growth in the working age population between 2011 and 2019, Axminster has
potential to see further growth in this cohort if new homes are built in the town. Increasing the
population will increase the customer base for local businesses and services, making the town
more vibrant and potentially more self-contained. There is potential to make Axminster a
sustainable place to live, work and play.

5.1.18

Axminster has some external recognition – largely for Axminster Carpets, River Cottage, and
Axminster Tools. Greater awareness of the town can be built around these brands.

5.1.19

The town has few multiple retailers, and many independent retailers, and there have been few
closures during the Covid-19 pandemic. The recent redevelopment of the Trinity House building
has shown that there is scope for new town centre commercial and community activity. A weekly
market draws people into the town, and although footfall during the rest of the week is less, there
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is potential to draw more visitors into the town. Improved internet and social media activity will
help with this.
5.1.20

Improving the quality of the public realm will help to make the town more attractive to visit.

5.1.21

Delivering new employment units in established employment areas, and co-working space in the
town centre will enable more people to work in Axminster, and potentially start new businesses.
Even if people work flexibly – part-time in Axminster and part-time elsewhere – this will increase
the vitality and sustainability of the town.

5.1.22

Current and planned actions
Whilst there are plans for an urban extension, the difficulty of delivering a relief road is constraining
the delivery of new homes.

5.1.23

A feasibility study is being undertaken into the rationalisation of public sector property in Axminster
under the One Public Estate (OPE) programme. This may lead to the release of some buildings and
sites for future development in the town.

5.1.24

An expression of interest was submitted to the Future High Streets Fund (FHSF), but was not
successful. This identified local challenges but did not set out a programme of ‘shovel-ready’
development projects.

5.1.25

A proposal is being prepared for the main regeneration opportunity site in the town – the former
Webster’s Garage site – which is in private ownership. There limited public sector involvement in
the development of plans for the site, but it could help to deliver some of the aspirations discussed
in more detail below.

5.2

Next steps for Axminster

5.2.1

Future objectives
Suggestions for overall objectives for Axminster are:
•
•

•
•
5.2.2

Increasing footfall into the town and commercial activity (online as well as physical), to improve
the vitality and economic and employment opportunities in the town
Increasing the scale of the town, making it a more self-contained, sustainable and attractive
place to live, work and play, particularly for working-age people. This could include the delivery
of training and education in the town
Developing the town as the service centre for a larger hinterland (the Axe Valley), which is allied
to the previous objectives
Improving the quality of the town centre by reducing the impact of through-traffic

A series of potential actions are set out below. These are set out as actions for now, actions to be
undertaken soon, and actions to be delivered later, but which should be planned now.
Immediate actions
Action
An immediate action is to establish a regeneration
board to lead the planning and delivery of the
future growth of Axminister. The group should
comprise representatives of the local community,

Lead
The lead partner
will be Axminster
Town Council
supported by

Funding
Revenue funds will
be provided by
Devon County
Council
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Action
the business community, the local authorities
(District and County), and other relevant
stakeholders that will be involved in the future
development of the town.
This board will work with the local community to
develop a vision for Axminster and an
accompanying action plan.

Lead
Devon County
Council and East
Devon District
Council
The newly
established
regeneration board

Support should be provided to local businesses to
increase their online activity, within a coordinated
town-wide digital marketing plan. This should be
aligned with any current business support
initiatives provided by the District Council, County
Council or LEP. The HotSW Growth Hub should
help signpost businesses to this support.
A programme of activity should be developed to
draw visitors into the town, e.g. markets, festivals,
events, working with local retailers
Support should be given to businesses to erect
shelters to enable hospitality businesses to attract
customers, possibly with additional shelters in
public realm areas for common use.

The lead partner
should be East
Devon District
Council

Short to medium-term actions
Action
A one-way system should be implemented to keep
traffic moving through the town and minimise
congestion
Traffic could be removed from Trinity Square and
investment made into the public realm, creating a
town centre piazza. A business case is likely to be
needed to secure public funding for this activity.
An opportunity should be identified to deliver coworking space to enable people to live and work
(for all or part of the time) in Axminster. This will
involve identifying a building for conversion or a
site for a new building. Capital funds will be
required to deliver this. A business case is likely to
be needed to secure public funding for this activity.
Opportunities for the delivery of training and
education in the town should be explored, and
aligning this with business support, to provide
holistic support to local businesses
Work should be undertaken with the owners of the
former Webster’s Garage site to develop a

Funding

Revenue funds will
be provided by
Devon County
Council
Funds will need to
be secured to
support this activity

The lead partner
will be Axminster
Town Council
The lead partner
should be East
Devon District
Council

Funds will need to
be secured to
support this activity
Funds will need to
be secured to
support this activity

Lead
The lead partner
should be Devon
County Council
This activity will be
led by East Devon
District Council and
Devon County
Council
The lead partner
should be Devon
County Council

Funding
Funds will need to
be secured to
support this activity
Funds will need to
be secured to
support this activity

Funds will need to
be secured to
support this activity

East Devon District
Council to lead on
this
The lead partner
should be East
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Action
proposal that helps to deliver growth that fits with
the overall vision for the town. This may be
delivered wholly by the private sector. However, if
the proposed development helps to meet some
policy objectives (e.g. co-working space discussed
above) then there may be a case for a publicprivate partnership or co-investment. A business
case is likely to be needed to secure public funding
for this activity.

Longer-term actions
Action
Partners should continue to seek to deliver the
relief road, to divert through-traffic out of the town
centre and enable new housing and employment
land delivery This in-turn will help to attract
younger, working-age residents to the town.
Lobbying of Government should take place for
funding of this road. New buildings and
infrastructure should help to deliver environmental
and social sustainability

5.3
5.3.1

Lead
Devon District
Council

Funding

Lead
The lead partner
should be Devon
County Council

Funding
Funds will need to
be secured to
support this activity

Bideford
Overview
Bideford is one of the largest towns in Devon, with a population in 2019 of 31,200. It experienced
population growth of 7% between 2011 and 2019, likely due to new housing development. This is
the same rate of growth as the average for Devon towns, but greater than the rate of growth in the
South West and England. The population aged 65 and over grew by 23% over this period, at a rate
higher than the average for towns in Devon. There was almost no change in the working-age
population, compared to a growth of 2% across all towns in Devon. Bideford has a greater
population of residents aged over 65 than the average for all towns in Devon and is getting older.

5.3.2

There were 9,800 people in employment in Bideford in 2019. The number in employment fell
between 2015 and 2019, compared to a slight rise across all towns in Devon and growth in the
South West and England. The employment ratio (of workers to residents) is lower than the average
for Devon towns. There was significant outflow of workers from Bideford (in 2011), with 12,400
leaving the town to work elsewhere. 8,900 travelled into the town to work, so the net position is an
outflow of workers. The sector profile of employment is similar to the average for all towns in Devon.

5.3.3

The claimant rate in 2019, before the Covid-19 pandemic, was more than double the average for
Devon towns, but slightly lower than for England. During the pandemic the claimant count rose at
a higher percentage than the average for Devon towns, the South West and England, although its
increase in Q4 2020 was lower than for these benchmarks areas i.e. the rate of increase slowed
down.

5.3.4

Bideford is the second most deprived of the 26 towns in Devon according to the Index of Multiple
Deprivation (IMD). Bideford has a higher proportion of employment in Accommodation & Food than
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the Devon towns’ average, but a lower proportion of employment in other sectors that are
vulnerable to Covid-19 impacts.

5.3.5

Vulnerability to future decline
Three measures of the vulnerability of towns to future decline have been constructed for this study:
•

•
•

5.3.6

5.3.7

Bideford is ranked third of 26 towns for vulnerability to the impacts of Covid-19 (based on
employment in sectors vulnerable to Covid-19 impacts, and recent changes in the claimant
count)
It is also ranked third of 26 for structural vulnerability (based on the population age structure,
Index of Multiple Deprivation, income data in the IMD, and the Claimant Count)
It ranks first for combined vulnerability (i.e. vulnerability to Covid-19 and structural
vulnerability)

The highest ranked ward in Bideford in the Devon County Council vulnerability index is ranked at
11th in Devon.
Local Plan
The North Devon and Torridge Local Plan identifies Bideford as an important local residential and
employment centre, but with some challenges and significant levels of out-commuting. Its future
is as a focal point for employment, retail, recreation, and culture for the residents of the town and
its hinterland. Creation of more employment and services will make the town more self-contained.
Investment in key town centre sites will help with the revitalisation of the town centre and wider
town. Creating serviced employment sites will enable business growth in Bideford.

5.3.8

There are plans for more than 4,000 new homes and over 20 Ha of employment land in Bideford
over the Local Plan period (to 2031), including three large urban extensions.

5.3.9

A neighbourhood Plan is in preparation and is currently exploring issues.
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Figure 5.2: Local Plan Policy Map for Bideford

Source: https://consult.torridge.gov.uk/kse/folder/85661

Challenges and barriers
5.3.10 Although the town centre has a lively surface appearance and work is undertaken to keep the town
clean and tidy, it lacks energy and vibrancy. Retail units are dispersed, with numerous vacancies.
Premises above ground-floor retail are often under-used, and investment in the physical
infrastructure is often lacking. There is an out-of-town shopping outlet centre (Affinity) on the edge
of Bideford, and nearby Barnstaple is a larger retail destination with a wider comparison-shopping
offer. Both factors have constrained the potential of Bideford town centre as a retail destination.
Consolidation of the retail offer into a focused area, together with investment in buildings and the
public realm would create a more attractive and vibrant town centre retail area.
5.3.11

There are a number of car parks, which are under-utilised, potentially providing opportunities for
development in the town centre. The town lacks an indoor event space, although the Pannier
Market could potential be developed for this.

5.3.12

Employment fell in Bideford in a time in which it grew in all benchmark places. Bideford has a
relatively low number of jobs for a town of its size and significant out-commuting, mentioned above,
particularly to Barnstaple where there are more and better-quality jobs. Apart from retail, there is
little employment in the town centre. Much employment in the town is low-skilled and seasonal,
leading to many young people leaving the town for employment opportunities elsewhere. Levels of
skills and social mobility are low in Bideford. Overall, there is a need to create new and betterquality employment in Bideford. Given the cultural shift towards remote working, there is scope for
more people to work in the town, either from home or from co-working space.

5.3.13

There will continue to be employment, education, training, service, and leisure opportunities in
Barnstaple that will not be provided in Bideford. An improved bus service between the two towns
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will enable Bideford residents to access these, with detracting from the growth potential of the
town.
5.3.14

There is no further education provision in Bideford, with the nearest provision at Petroc College in
Barnstaple. Improving access to further and higher education, through both better access to Petroc
College and better remote access to online provision will help to tackle the low level of skills in the
town.

5.3.15

Whilst there is a high level of aspiration for the future of Bideford, there is a lack of coordinated
planning for how the town might develop. There is no statement of an aspirational vision for
Bideford with wide buy-in from all parts of the local community (including residents, businesses,
community organisations, the Town Council, and other local authorities). A clear and widely shared
vision statement would help to focus aspirations and development efforts.

5.3.16

Housing is largely unaffordable to local residents, and there is a limited provision or a range of
tenures. Where edge-of-town developments have been built, they are often poorly serviced and
poorly connected to the town centre. More homes are needed in the town, and they must be better
connected to the town centre and the rest of the town.

5.3.17

The town has a limited leisure and tourism offer beyond its retail role. There is little marketing of
the town. There are only a few restaurants and hospitality venues in the town centre. Bideford has
the potential to attract more visitors as part of the tourism and leisure offer across northern Devon
i.e. providing a town/retail/wet weather component alongside the beaches and rural environment
of the wider area.

5.3.18

The business community is enthusiastic about the potential for the town, but is not working closely
with the Town and District Councils to steer future growth, although it is keen to do so.

Opportunities and aspirations
5.3.19 Bideford has many independent retailers, with a focus in Mill Street, providing a wide range of
shopping. Given the low level of multiple retailers in the town, the retail offer has not yet been badly
hit by the fall-out of the Covid-19 pandemic. The town centre retail offer in Bideford needs to
complement rather than compete with the Affinity outlet centre on the edge of Bideford and the
retail offer in Barnstaple.
5.3.20

There are a number of vacant buildings in the town centre. The Town Hall is under-utilised and the
adjacent library will soon be vacated. These buildings offer potential for development, possibly to
include co-working/business space as well as community functions and residential. Greater
provision of workspace in the town centre would enable more people to work in the town (for all or
part of their working time), and contribute to the town centre vitality.

5.3.21

There is potential to develop the visitor and tourism offer in Bideford, including through investment
in the waterfront, quay, maritime heritage and exploiting the arts offer. Pedestrianisation of some
areas would make the environment more attractive. The Pannier Market is under-utilised and could
be better used for events as well as markets and retail. Combining investment in the physical
environment with a series of events, festivals and markets would help to draw more people into
the town.

5.3.22

Opportunities for flexible and remote working mean that many people who currently work
elsewhere or commute out of Bideford could work in the town or town centre. Some may work at
home, but others would prefer to work in co-working spaces. Provision of such spaces, along with
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some business support, would help new-start businesses as well as existing businesses and
remote-working employees.
5.3.23

5.3.24

The Appledore Shipyard is an important local asset and provides high value employment
opportunities. Understanding the development plans for the shipyard and aligning training, skills
and business support activity to this will be important to the growth potential of the local economy.
Current and planned actions
A bid has been submitted to the Levelling Up Fund for a major town centre regeneration project –
Isaac’s Yard. If successful, this will deliver significant change in the town centre, providing coworking space, business support, training opportunities, cultural opportunities, residential units
and food and drink outlets. Torridge District Council is working with Igloo Regeneration to develop
and deliver this scheme.

5.3.25

A residential and retail scheme is being delivered at Brunswick Wharf in East the Water, following
public investment in remedial works to the harbour wall.

5.3.26

A local creative industries business is considering setting up an arts and creative sector workspace
hub in the town centre. This may need some public sector support.

5.3.27

Bideford is being considered under the One Public Estate programme, and a has a number of
publicly owned vacant buildings that could be put to productive use.

5.3.28

Work funded by the Community Renewal Fund is being undertaken to look at a financial and legal
model to bring vacant units back into use, including use by community organisations.

5.4

Next steps for Bideford

5.4.1

Future objectives
Suggestions for overall objectives for Bideford are:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Making the town more self-contained, i.e. across the town and its hinterland, including the
delivery of more homes, employment, and services (both public and private)
Improving the economic vitality of the town, supporting local people into employment
opportunities that are created
Encouraging the retention and growth of the younger and working-age population, facilitated
by the provision of more homes and jobs
Reducing out-commuting, and encouraging more working in the town
Attracting more visitors to the town, including residents from the wider local area and tourists
from elsewhere
Supporting the growth of the maritime sector, including through skills and training provision

Immediate actions
Action
It is vital to support the development of
the Isaac’s Yard scheme and ensure its
successful delivery. This then needs to be
set within a broader vision for the future
of the town. Support should also be

Lead
The lead partner will be
Torridge District Council

Funding
Funding for the Isaac’s
Yard scheme is being
sought from the
Levelling Up Fund. Other
match funds may be
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Action
provided for the delivery of a potential
arts and creative industries workspace
hub in the town centre.

Lead

A leadership and delivery structure (e.g. a
Bideford Regeneration Board) needs to
be established, bringing together the
Town Council, District Council, County
Council, local resident community,
business community and other
stakeholders. This group then needs to
create a vision for the future of the town
and accompanying action plan based on
local consultation, with buy-in; a plan for
the short and medium-term development
of the town; projects, which then need to
be developed so that support and
funding can be sought.

Leadership will be
needed from the Town
Council, Torridge
District Council, and
Devon County Council,
with close engagement
of the local business
community, to create a
new governance
structure

Short to medium-term actions
Action
A physical masterplan is needed for the town
centre to guide the delivery of the vision and action
plan discussed above. This must set out the
potential for a more concentrated retail core,
opportunities for development of key sites and
buildings, and the improvement of the public
realm. A key part of this will be bringing vacant
retail units into productive use, and considering
the re-use of public sector buildings (potentially
supported through the One Public Estate
programme).
Another complement to the overall a plan for
Bideford will be a plan for the development of the
tourism sector in the town, including better
marketing and promotion as part of a wider
northern Devon offer, alongside investment in the
town to make it a destination. This will include
investment in/support of the hospitality sector to
increase the night-time vitality of the town,
alongside day-time visits; and investment in areas
such as the waterfront and quayside to make them
more attractive destinations.
Employment should be encouraged in the town,
including in the town centre. A key part of this will
be the delivery of co-working space to

Funding
needed. Further funds
will be needed for the
arts and creative
industries hub
Revenue funds for plan
development will be
provided by Devon
County Council,
contingent on the
creation of an effective
governance structure

Lead
The lead partner
will be Torridge
District Council, on
behalf of the
proposed
Regeneration
Board mentioned
above

Funding
Funds will need to
be secured to
support this
activity, although
some funding may
be provided by the
County Council

The lead partners
will be Bideford
Town Council and
Torridge District
Council, on behalf
of the proposed
Regeneration
Board mentioned
above

Some revenue
funds to support
the development of
a plan may be
provided by Devon
County Council,
although further
funds will need to
be secured for
capital works

The lead partners
will be Torridge
District Council and

Funds will need to
be secured to
support this
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Action
accommodate new and small businesses as well
as remote workers who live in Bideford but do not
want to commute out to work every day. The re-use
of redundant publicly owned buildings could help
to achieve this.

Investment is needed in the Pannier Market,
enabling it to be used as an event space as well as
a market and retail destination.
Consideration is needed of how to support the
maritime and shipbuilding industry in Appledore,
including education, training and skills support
Longer-term actions
Action
The delivery of new homes is needed in the
town. These homes must be well connected to
the town centre both physically and in terms
of residents’ awareness of the town centre
offer, to encourage a more self-contained
community rather than a dormitory settlement
from which people commute to work and shop
elsewhere. New buildings and infrastructure
should help to deliver environmental and
social sustainability
Employment space must be delivered
alongside new homes in the planned urban
extensions to provide a better range and
choice for businesses, enabling their growth in
Bideford.

5.5
5.5.1

5.5.2

Lead
Devon County
Council, on behalf
of the proposed
Regeneration
Board mentioned
above
The lead partner
will be Torridge
District Council
The lead partner
will be Torridge
District Council

Funding
activity. This could
be considered as
part of the OPE
programme

Funds will need to
be secured to
support this activity
Funds will need to
be secured to
support this activity

Lead
The lead partner
will be Torridge
District Council

Funding

The lead partners
will be Torridge
District Council and
Devon County
Council

Funds may need to be
secured to enable the
private sector to
delivery new
employment space,
overcoming market
failures

Dawlish
Overview
Dawlish has a population of 13,400 which grew by 18% between 2011 and 2019, at a much higher
rate than the average for the towns in Devon and the regional and national averages. This is largely
due to the development of new homes in the urban extension area on the edge of the town. The
increase in working age population was significantly above that for other towns. The population
aged over 65 also increased at a greater rate than the average for Devon towns. Despite the
growing working-age population the proportion of residents aged over 65 is higher in Dawlish than
the average for Devon towns, the South West, and England.
There were 4,200 people employed in Dawlish in 2019. Employment grew by more than 600
people or 14% between 2015 and 2019, which is a much higher rate of growth than the Devon
towns’ and national rates of growth. However, the proportion of workers to residents in the town is
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below the average for the Devon and considerably lower than the South West and national figures.
Some 4.300 people commute out of Dawlish each day to places such as Newton Abbot and Exeter.
However, there is also in-commuting of 3,300, meaning that the overall position is net outcommuting of just under 1,000 people.
5.5.3

The claimant count in 2019, prior to the Covid-19 pandemic, equated to 1% of the resident
population. This is just below the Devon towns’ average, and much lower than the South West and
England figures. During the Covid-19 pandemic in 2020 the claimant count rose significantly in
Dawlish, at a higher rate than in other places during Q2 and Q3, and whilst still rising in Q4 this
was at a lower rate than in other Devon towns and the South West.

5.5.4

Dawlish is the fifth most deprived of 26 towns in Devon according to the Index of Multiple
Deprivation (IMD). Dawlish has a very high concentration of employment in the Accommodation &
Food sector compared to other Devon towns, but does not have a high level of employment in the
other vulnerable sectors of Non-Food Retail and Arts & Entertainment.

5.5.5

Vulnerability to future decline
Three measures of the vulnerability of towns to future decline have been constructed for this study:
•

•
•

5.5.6

5.5.7

5.5.8

Dawlish is ranked fifth of 26 Devon towns for vulnerability to the impacts of Covid-19 (based
on employment in sectors vulnerable to Covid-19 impacts and recent changes in the claimant
count)
It is also ranked fifth of 26 for structural vulnerability (based on the population age structure,
Index of Multiple Deprivation, income data in the IMD, and the Claimant Count)
It ranks seventh of 26 for combined vulnerability (i.e. vulnerability to Covid-19 and structural
vulnerability)

The highest ranked ward (LSOA) in Dawlish in the separate Devon County Council vulnerability
index is ranked twelfth in Devon, out of 457.
Local Plan
The Teignbridge Local Plan defines Dawlish as a ‘significant town centre’ which means it will be
maintained as a retail centre serving residents in the wider area. A 43-hectare site has been
allocated in the north of Dawlish for an urban extension, and some development has been
delivered. This extension will be connected to Dawlish Warren Road through a pedestrian/cycleway
and significant open space. In total the site could deliver 860 new homes and 3 Ha of employment
land during the plan period, to 2033.
There have been two attempts to prepare a Neighbourhood Plan for Dawlish but these have not
produced a plan.

41

Figure 5.3: Local Plan Policy Map for Dawlish

Source: https://www.teignbridge.gov.uk/media/1674/local-plan-teignmouth-and-dawlish.pdf

5.5.9

Challenges and barriers
Employment in the town is often low quality, with many relatively low paid jobs in tourism, including
jobs with zero hours contracts. Although there is in- and out-commuting, there is a net outflow of
residents to work elsewhere. Support to create new jobs, including business support and delivery
of new premises will help to address these challenges.

5.5.10

It has been suggested that Dawlish lacks a strong identity and draw for visitors, businesses and
investors. It has a seasonal tourism offer, and is not seen as an employment location. As above,
efforts to encourage new-starts and attract businesses to the town will help to address this.

5.5.11

Although Dawlish is known as a tourist location, much of the tourist accommodation is located in
nearby Dawlish Warren. Tourism accommodation in the town has been lost through conversion to
residential use. There are few transport links from Dawlish Warren to the town centre. Better
connectivity could increase footfall in the town centre and increase the benefit of tourism to the
local area.

5.5.12

The limited availability and cost of car parking in the town has been suggested as a constraint by
local businesses. There is a conflict between encouraging visitors to the town and the car parks
generating revenue for the District Council. Investment in public transport, walking and cycling
infrastructure will help to improve access to the town centre.

5.5.13

Dawlish is not perceived as having a compact town centre, and lacks a critical mass of activity in
close proximity. There has been a decline in comparison retail in recent years. Dawlish has little
night-time economy. Fragmented property ownership is seen as constraint to the growth of the
town. Some vacant premises are available for rent but not for sale, limiting the opportunities for
investment in these. There is a shortage of employment premises in the town, but there is often
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opposition to new development within the town. Few assets are in District Council ownership,
limiting the potential for public sector led regeneration. Consolidation of retail into a smaller area
would help to increase the vitality of the town centre, and allow for the conversion of more
peripheral retail units to other employment uses.
5.5.14

Deprivation is relatively high in Dawlish, and it is relatively vulnerable to future decline. Creating
sustainable employment in the town and the provision of training and other measures to enable
local people to access employment will help to address this.

5.5.15

The town is not seen as a cohesive place, with divisions between businesses located in different
parts of the town and divisions between different parts of the community. Some residents are keen
to see growth and change in the town and others are not, which has stifled attempts to invest and
deliver new projects in the town. There is also a perceived physical division in the town with Dawlish
Lawn and the river dividing the town centre. Developing a common vision for the future of Dawlish,
founded on a robust evidence base and comprehensive local consultation will be key to the future
of the town.

Opportunities and aspirations
5.5.16 Dawlish has experienced population and employment growth in recent years at a higher rate than
other towns. There are plans for future residential and employment growth in the urban extension
site. These are key to the future growth of the town, helping to create a larger population and better
self-containment.
5.5.17

Despite the concerns about the vitality of the town centre a new cocktail bar is now attracting more
visitors into the town centre at night, and there is a desire for new restaurants and new hotels in
the town. Dawlish has an attractive coastal location and is easily accessible by mainline rail, with
good links south-west to Plymouth and beyond, and north to Exeter and beyond. Developing the
leisure and hospitality function of the town will make it more attractive to residents, visitors and
businesses.

5.5.18

Pre-Covid there was large programme of events in Dawlish throughout the year, but this was
curtailed in 2020. Dawlish Town Council’s events committee works with other local groups to
promote events and activity. The Town Council has prepared a draft tourism strategy and is starting
to consult widely on this. There is a focus on increasing the number of trips and the visitor spend
in the town, boosting the economic role of the tourism sector.

5.5.19

Work was undertaken to create a transformational vision for Dawlish in 2008 as part of the
Amberline Coast, but little of this has been implemented. Despite two attempts, no Neighbourhood
Plan has been prepared. Developing a locally owned vision and plan are key to the future prosperity
of the town.

5.5.20

Current and planned actions
No significant town development actions are taking place.

5.6

Next steps for Dawlish

5.6.1

Future objectives
Suggestions for overall objectives for Dawlish are:
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•
•
•
•
•

Developing a widely owned vision for the future of Dawlish, bringing together disparate
elements of the local community
Increasing the quality of the visitor sector, attracting more and higher spending visitors to the
town
Increasing the employment role of the town, creating more and better jobs, reducing the level
of out-commuting
Consolidating the retail and service sectors in the town centre, creating a vibrant core to the
town
Ensuring the urban extension is fully integrated into the town, with good connectivity and local
residents using facilities and participating in activities

Immediate actions
Action
A leadership and governance structure is
needed to steer the growth of Dawlish. This
must be representative of the whole
residential and business community as well
as stakeholders who can help to deliver
change (including the District and County
Councils). It may be challenging to establish
this in Dawlish given the reported disparity of
views within the community. Support may be
needed from other parties such as
Teignbridge District Council, Devon County
Council, and possibly external facilitators to
achieve a representative leadership group.
The leadership group then needs to develop
a vision for the future of the town and a plan
to deliver this. A previous vision for the
development of the town was developed, but
little of this has been implemented. A review
of four towns in Teignbridge carried out in
2019 and 2020 looked at Dawlish and could
form the basis of this, but more work will be
needed. Again, external support may be
needed to achieve this.
Support will be needed to ensure that the
impact of Covid-19 on the town is minimised.
The potential for increased UK visitors in
2021 could help the recovery of the town.
Events, festivals and marketing activity will
help to attract visitors. Encouraging visitors
to Dawlish Warren into the town centre will
help to increase vibrancy. Prior to Covid-19
the Town Council supported events and
festivals, and this needs to be enhanced.

Lead
The lead partners will
be Dawlish Town
Council, other
community groups,
Teignbridge District
Council, and Devon
County Council

Funding
If revenue funds are
needed for external
facilitation then these
will be provided by
Devon County Council

This will be led by the
governance group
described above

Revenue funds to
support this process
will be provided by
Devon County Council

The lead partner will
be Dawlish Town
Council, supported by
Teignbridge District
Council

Funds will need to be
secured to support
this activity
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Short to medium-term actions
Action
Integration of the residents of new developments
into the town, and encouraging them to use town
centre retail and facilities will support its viability.
Marketing activity should be targeted at new
residents as well as visitors, encouraging them to
use the town’s facilities rather than travel
elsewhere.
A masterplan and physical regeneration strategy
for the town linked to a new vision could
encourage private sector investment, and could
build on the initial proposals set out in the recent
review of the town and a new vision for the town.
Within the masterplan, new employment premises
should be identified to accommodate new-start
businesses, growing business, and enable remote
working in the town by local residents. Support
may be needed from the District Council to convert
redundant premises into workspace and deliver
co-working spaces for new businesses and remote
workers.
Longer-term actions
Action
Delivery of the urban extension housing and
employment land are key to the longer-term growth
of Dawlish and to achieving greater selfcontainment. New buildings and infrastructure
should help to deliver environmental and social
sustainability

5.7
5.7.1

5.7.2

Lead
The lead partner
will be Dawlish
Town Council

Funding
Funds will need to
be secured to
support this activity

The lead partner
will be Teignbridge
District Council

Funds will need to
be secured to
support this activity

The lead partner
will be Teignbridge
District Council,
with support from
Devon County
Council

Funds will need to
be secured to
support this activity

Lead
The lead partner
will be Teignbridge
District Council,
with support from
Devon County
Council

Funding
Funds may be
need to be secured
to support this
activity

Ilfracombe
Overview
Overall, the population of Ilfracombe has declined by 2% between 2011 and 2019, and now stands
at 11,300 people. This decline has been driven by a reduction in the working age population as
the older population has grown over this period. The towns’ population is older than the South West
and England benchmarks, but it has fewer people aged over 65 than the average of the Devon
towns.
In 2019 there were 4,200 people in employment in Ilfracombe. This is an increase of 660 or 16%
on 2015 levels, well above the England, South West and Devon towns averages. Despite the
increase in employment the proportion of workers-to-residents is still below the average for Devon
towns, which itself is low compared with the South West and England averages. There are large
commuting flows in and out of Ilfracombe each day with 3,500 people coming into the town to
work and 4,200 leaving the town to work elsewhere. Overall, Ilfracombe is a net exporter of workers
to nearby Braunton and Barnstaple.
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5.7.3

In 2019, before the Covid-19 pandemic Ilfracombe had a claimant count of 1.7% of the resident
population, which was higher than the Devon towns average but lower than the South West and
England benchmarks. The claimant count rose throughout 2020, at a higher rate in Ilfracombe
than in any comparator area.

5.7.4

Ilfracombe is the most deprived town in Devon according to the Index of Multiple Deprivation. It
has a very high level of employment in the Accommodation & Food sector, which is vulnerable to
the impacts of Covid-19, but lower levels of employment in the other vulnerable sectors of NonFood Retail and Arts & Entertainment.

5.7.5

Vulnerability to future decline
Three measures of the vulnerability of towns to future decline have been constructed for this study:
•

•
•

5.7.6

5.7.7

5.7.8

Ilfracombe is ranked seventh of 26 Devon towns for vulnerability to the impacts of Covid-19
(based on employment in sectors vulnerable to Covid-19 impacts, and recent changes in the
claimant count)
It is ranked first of 26 for structural vulnerability (based on the population age structure, Index
of Multiple Deprivation, income data in the IMD, and the Claimant Count)
It ranks second of 26 for combined vulnerability (i.e. vulnerability to Covid-19 and structural
vulnerability)

Devon County Council has compiled an index of vulnerability of wards (LSOAs) in Devon. In the
latest index two wards in Ilfracombe are ranked in the top ten most vulnerable in the County (from
a total of 457 wards).
Local Plan
Contrary to the recent decline in the population, the North Devon and Torridge Local Plan sets out
an aspiration to grow the population of Ilfracombe to 15,000 by 2031. New housing and
employment will be needed to deliver sustainable growth of this scale, and a southern extension
to the town is proposed, along with expansion of the Mullacott Business Park. HCA funding has
been awarded to support the delivery of the southern extension. Improvement in the quality of the
town centre and harbour area and growth in the tourism and maritime sectors will support these
plans.
The Town Council is currently developing a neighbourhood plan to complement the Local Plan. A
community survey is underway to inform this plan, and the plan is expected in 2022.
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Figure 5.4: Local Plan Policy Map for Ilfracombe

Source: https://consult.torridge.gov.uk/kse/folder/85661

5.7.9

Challenges and barriers
The overview of the town, above, shows that Ilfracombe is suffering from a falling population and
a decline in the working-age population. Young people leave the town for further and higher
education, and often do not come back. This is exacerbated by the limited number of good quality
jobs and opportunities for career progression. Reversing this decline and encouraging more young
people to remain in and move to the town are important for its future vitality.

5.7.10

Ilfracombe suffers from entrenched deprivation and poor quality private rented accommodation
(i.e. in HMOs) which attracts residents from outside the town with social and health issues,
exacerbating the deprivation. Improving the housing stock and tackling deprivation are important
for the future of the town. However, many Victorian buildings are listed, making maintenance
expensive and redevelopment less viable

5.7.11

The high street and harbour area are separate from each other. There needs to be better
connectivity between them to increase the role and prosperity of the town centre. There has been
limited investment in public realm in recent years, and some areas of the town are tired.

5.7.12

The tourism sector is significant in the town and has been badly hit during the Covid-19 pandemic.
The quality of the tourism offer tends to be relatively low. Much of the employment in the sector is
low skilled, low paid and seasonal. Improving the quality of the tourism sector in Ilfracombe is
important to the future prosperity of the town.

5.7.13

Besides tourism, there are only a few large employers in the town, including the long-established
manufacturing plants of Pall and TDK. Local stakeholders have expressed the need for a more
robust local economic base. The large employers have highlighted difficulty in recruiting for some
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roles, particularly higher skilled ones. More training and education are needed to tackle these skills
gaps.
5.7.14

Some stakeholders in Ilfracombe feel that the town is overlooked by North Devon District Council,
that there is no strategic approach to regeneration, and despite many plans and strategies there
is little investment in the town. There is a sense of frustration that a lot of consultation and planning
has taken place, but there is limited investment in the town, and some stakeholders have become
jaded and dismissive of attempts to regenerate the town.

Opportunities and aspirations
5.7.15 Despite a declining and ageing population, the years before the Covid-19 pandemic saw an
increase in employment in Ilfracombe at a much greater rate than in any comparator area. Creating
more employment, helping to address the net out-commuting, is important for the future of the
town.
5.7.16

There are plans for a southern urban extension, which could provide up to 875 new homes and 1
Ha of employment land. There are concerns that this may not be integrated into the town, leaving
a separate community. As well as delivering this new development, work is needed to ensure that
it is integrated into the existing town.

5.7.17

North Devon District Council is looking at the potential for a housing renewal project to improve the
private rented housing stock in partnership with private landlords. This will help to improve the
environment in residential parts of the town.

5.7.18

The Town Council is working with tourism businesses to try and extend the length of the tourism
season by ensuring that a critical mass of tourist facilities and businesses remain open for longer.
Investment in public realm and better pedestrian accessibility is needed to support this.

5.7.19

Ideas for the growth of the fishing industry and the introduction of a ferry service to Wales and
Ireland have been suggested. There is also a potential link to the freeport in Plymouth. These
schemes are dependent on the construction of a new breakwater to protect the harbour.

Governance of growth
5.7.20 There are a number of organisations involved in driving regeneration and growth in Ilfracombe:
•
•

•
•
5.7.21

The Town Council
One Ilfracombe, a company set up by mostly public sector stakeholders involved in the
development of Ilfracombe. It is the ‘delivery arm’ of the Town Council. It covers three themes:
the town environment; health and wellbeing of residents; and education, training and
employment
Ilfracombe Regeneration Board, which is intended to bring together all tiers of local government
North Devon District Council, Devon County Council and the Heart of the South West LEP

Despite formal structures such as the Ilfracombe Regeneration Board being in place to coordinate
local regeneration and bring stakeholders together, there are local perceptions that the town is
overlooked, in favour of Barnstaple, recently exacerbated by the award of FHSF to Barnstaple.
Better communication is needed between District and town stakeholders to overcome this
perception, and ensure that Ilfracombe is properly considered for appropriate future development
opportunities.
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Current and planned actions
5.7.22 Planning permission has been awarded for the delivery of 350 new homes as the first part of the
southern urban extension.
5.7.23

A seafront masterplan has been drawn up. A new operator for the theatre is in place and a new
Watersports centre in the harbour has attracted £1.8 million of Coastal Communities funding. This
will provide opportunities for local young people as well as visitors to the town.

Ilfracombe Strategic Plan
5.7.24 Ilfracombe Town Council has prepared a strategic plan for Ilfracombe, covering the period to 2025.
This includes the following opportunities:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Diversifying and increasing the quality of the tourism and cultural economy, including the need
for more and better marketing
Improving public places and connectivity within the town
Supporting major employers including Pall and TDK
Supporting small businesses
Supporting renewable energy projects
Developing the harbour, including support for a ferry link to South Wales and Ireland to
enhance the tourism potential of the town
Improving health, wellbeing, inclusion, and social cohesion

5.8

Next steps for Ilfracombe

5.8.1

Future objectives
Suggestions for overall objectives for Ilfracombe are:
•
•
•
•
•

To build on the work that has already been done setting a vision and plan for the future growth
of Ilfracombe
Grow the population of the town, particularly of younger people, increasing the scale of demand
for retail and services, helping to make the town more self-contained
Tackling poor quality residential areas which have concentrated deprivation
Encouraging more and better-quality employment in the town, reducing the scale of outcommuting
Improving the urban environment within the town and increasing connectivity, making it more
attractive to both residents and visitors

Immediate actions
Action
In contrast to the other case study towns
considered in this study, Ilfracombe has a
regeneration and growth governance structure in
place (the Ilfracombe Regeneration Board) and a
plan (the Ilfracombe Strategic Plan). These should
be used to guide future growth in the town. It may
be appropriate to review and refresh these in the
light of this study and the current environment,

Lead
The lead partner
will be Ilfracombe
Town Council
supported by North
Devon District
Council and Devon
County Council

Funding
Revenue funds, if
needed, will be
provided by Devon
County Council
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Action
which is supportive of town growth and levelling
up.
Significant activity is needed to support the
recovery from Covid-19. This could include
marketing, promotion, events, and festivals to
draw visitors back into the town. Advice to
businesses and support to help them work in a
socially-distanced way will be important.
Investment in public realm and tourism and leisure
infrastructure will help to make the town more
attractive to visitors

Short to medium-term actions
Action
Efforts are needed to ensure that the new
southern urban extension is connected into the
rest of the town and is not perceived as a separate
place. This could include physical connectivity, but
also communications and marketing to ensure that
new residents are aware of the opportunities and
services in the town centre.
Greater connectivity is needed within the town,
linking the harbour, high street and residential
parts of the town. Signage and town centre public
realm improvement will be one part of this, but
also active travel routes into the town centre.
Investment in the waterfront area has been
proposed. Efforts will be needed to ensure that the
new southern urban extension is connected into
the rest of the town and is not perceived as a
separate place.
There is scope to increase the amount and quality
of employment in the town. Tourism is a key
sector, and action is needed to increase the quality
of employment through upskilling and extending
the tourist season.
Support is needed to encourage residents to start
new businesses, for smaller businesses to grow, to
help larger businesses to find suitably skilled staff,
and to attract new business to the town. The
southern urban extension should include new
employment sites which would be attractive to
larger businesses.

Lead

Funding

The lead partner
will be Ilfracombe
Town Council, with
support from North
Devon District
Council

Funds will need to
be secured to
support this
activity. The District
and County
Councils can help
to identify and
access funds for
this purpose

Lead
The lead partners
will be Ilfracombe
Town Council and
North Devon
District Council

Funding
Funds will need to
be secured to
support this activity

The lead partner
will be Ilfracombe
Town Council

Funds will need to
be secured to
support this activity

The lead partner
will be Ilfracombe
Town Council

Funds will need to
be secured to
support this activity

The lead partner
will be North Devon
District Council

Funds will need to
be secured to
support this activity
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Action
Access to training and skills development could be
improved through more online provision, remote
access within Ilfracombe, and improved transport
to Petroc College. It will be important to ensure
that training and skills are aligned with local
employment opportunities. Enterprise support will
help people who want to set up their own
businesses.

Longer-term actions
Action
Supporting the delivery of the full Southern
Urban Extension will help with the delivery of
new homes and the creation of new
workspace for businesses. New buildings and
infrastructure should help to deliver
environmental and social sustainability
A number of harbour-related propositions
have been developed including a new
breakwater, 5G infrastructure, a ferry link to
Wales and Ireland, and short sea shipping.
None of these are thought to be ‘shovel
ready’, and further project development is
needed before they could be put forward for
competitive funding.

5.9
5.9.1

Lead
The lead partner
will be North Devon
District Council

Funding
Funds will need to
be secured to
support this activity

Lead
The lead partner will be
North Devon District
Council

Funding
Funds will need to
be secured to
support this activity

The lead partner will be
Ilfracombe Regeneration
Board, bringing together
a range of partners to
develop these proposals
further

Funds will need to
be secured to
support this activity

Tiverton
Overview
Tiverton’s population was 22,400 in 2019 and has increased by 5% since 2011, which is slightly
below the average population growth rate for other Devon towns, but in-line with the national
average. Although there was growth in the working age population (of 2%), there was more
significant growth in the population aged over 65 (of 19%). Both rates of growth are consistent with
the average for Devon towns. Despite the growth in the population aged over 65, it is a lower
proportion of the total population than in other Devon towns, albeit a greater proportion than in the
South West and England.

5.9.2

Tiverton’s total employment decreased by 6% (520 people) between 2015 and 2019, to 9,000.
This is not consistent with the growth in employment seen across comparator areas. However, the
ratio of employees to residents in the town is in-line with the average for the towns in Devon. This
suggests that Tiverton remains a strong location for employment.

5.9.3

Whilst 8,200 workers commuted into Tiverton for work in 2019, there was actually a net outflow
of 350 people going elsewhere for work i.e. an outflow of 8,600. Whilst it is the largest town in Mid
Devon and provides employment for surrounding areas, many out-commuters travel to Exeter and
Taunton.
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5.9.4

The claimant count in 2019, before the Covid pandemic, was 1.3% of the resident population,
which is just above the average for Devon towns, but below the figures for the South West and
England. Despite an increase in the claimant count during 2020, the rate of growth was below
that for all comparator areas.

5.9.5

Tiverton is the seventh most deprived of 26 towns in Devon according to the Index of Multiple
Deprivation (IMD). With regard to sectors that are vulnerable to the impacts of Covid-19, Tiverton
does not have a significant concentration in vulnerable sectors when compared to other Devon
towns.

5.9.6

Vulnerability to future decline
Three measures of the vulnerability of towns to future decline have been constructed for this study:
•

•
•

5.9.7

5.9.8

Tiverton is ranked eleventh of 26 Devon towns for vulnerability to the impacts of Covid-19
(based on employment in sectors vulnerable to Covid-19 impacts, and recent changes in the
claimant count)
It is ranked eighth of 26 for structural vulnerability (based on the population age structure,
Index of Multiple Deprivation, income data in the IMD, and the Claimant Count)
It ranks eighth of 26 for combined vulnerability (i.e. vulnerability to Covid-19 and structural
vulnerability)

The highest ranked ward (LSOA) in Tiverton in the separate Devon County Council vulnerability
index is ranked at sixtieth in Devon.
Local Plan
Although Tiverton is the largest town in Mid Devon, Cullompton is the major focus for growth in the
District. Nonetheless, the Tiverton Eastern Urban Extension will accommodate up to 1,830 new
homes over a 15-year period. The masterplan sets out a range of housing types, and includes 35%
affordable housing, as well as 30,000 sq m of employment space and non-food retail provision.
The viability of delivering all of the urban extension may be compromised by potentially high
infrastructure costs.

5.9.9

The Local Plan advocates improving connectivity between Tiverton and the surrounding villages,
which will help to maximise the population that can access retail, services and employment in the
town.

5.9.10

A draft Neighbourhood Plan has been prepared, which is in public consultation. This emphasises
the need for sustainable growth and walking and cycling connectivity within the town and with
nearby communities.
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Figure 5.5: Local Plan Policy Map for Tiverton

Source: https://www.middevon.gov.uk/media/350611/tiverton_adopted-2020.pdf

Challenges and barriers
5.9.11 The town centre has been affected by the Covid-19 pandemic with shop closures. The town centre
has been described as lacking vibrancy and having poor cultural and leisure facilities. Many town
centre buildings are in a poor state of repair, with low quality uses above the ground floor. The town
centre has relatively low levels of footfall, exacerbated by the Covid-19 pandemic and changing
shopping patterns. There have been problems with vandalism and anti-social behaviour in the town
centre. Improving the quality of the town centre environment and attracting more footfall will be
important to the longer-term prosperity of the town and town centre.
5.9.12

Tiverton has experienced falling employment in recent years, and has net out-commuting. The
economic development strategy for Mid Devon states that there is a high percentage of residents
of Tiverton with no qualifications, and the town has many low productivity jobs. Supporting business
growth to create more and better-quality jobs will help to address this.

5.9.13

Housing affordability is an issue for people employed and living in the local area. The idea of a
Community Land Trust to deliver affordable housing is being explored.

5.9.14

Travel in the local area is dominated by cars, with high volumes of traffic on lanes, making them
unattractive for walking and cycling. Improving active travel infrastructure will help to improve
accessibility in the town and its hinterland

5.9.15

The town is not a strong tourism destination, and there are limited night-time hospitality and
entertainment opportunities. Whilst it is not proposed to significantly increase the tourism role of
the town, greater cultural and leisure facilities will help to increase footfall and vitality.
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5.9.16

Land is allocated in the Local Plan for a visitor attraction and retail outlet centre at Junction 27 of
the M5. Whilst the offer is likely to be a narrower range of comparison retail then in Tiverton, it
could divert some retail spend and visitor footfall from the town. It could, however, also be used to
signpost visitors into Tiverton.

Opportunities and aspirations
5.9.17 An urban extension is planned for the town and some delivery is already taking place. This will
increase the residential population of town, increasing the customer base for businesses and
services in the town. Potential infrastructure constraints are mentioned above, but funding has
been secured from the Housing Infrastructure Fund. Delivering this growth will be important for the
self-containment and future prosperity of the town.
5.9.18

There is an historic pannier market in the town and many independent retailers. With investment
in the town centre it will be an attractive place for local residents and visitors.

5.9.19

Mid Devon Council is developing a Masterplan and investment strategy to redevelop the town
centre with an arts and crafts focus. This has been in development since 2017, but is being reevaluated in light of the Covid-19 pandemic. The District Council owns a number of properties in
the town centre, and is seeking Community Renewal Funding to invest in the town centre, so has
some influence over future development. The masterplan will eventually inform a Supplementary
Planning Document (SPD) to the Local Plan.

5.9.20

Tiverton is home to a campus of Petroc College, which serves North and Mid Devon. This provides
an opportunity for delivering skills and training to meet the neds of local residents and local
businesses, in line with the Local Skills Report for the Heart of the South West. The Skills Report
specifically mentions the opportunity to enhance the capacity of Petroc College as part of a
programme of activity to increase residents’ skills and meet businesses needs in order to promote
economic inclusion and economic growth in more rural parts of Devon.

Current and planned actions
5.9.21 The masterplan, mentioned above, is being developed.
5.9.22

A bid has been submitted to the Community Renewal Fund as part of a Devon-wide package of
projects. If successful this would support the regeneration of some key town centre sites to deliver
new retail, residential, hospitality and leisure facilities in the town centre, along with public realm
improvements and signage.

5.10 Next steps for Tiverton
Future objectives
5.10.1 Suggestions for overall objectives for Tiverton are:
•
•
•

Increasing the scale of housing, including affordable housing, and employment in Tiverton,
helping to increase the population and potential for self-containment
Improving connectivity, especially through active travel links to surrounding communities,
helping to increase the scale of the easily accessible catchment area population
Improving the quality of the town centre environment and its attractiveness, leading to higher
footfall in the town
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•

Enhancing the role of Petroc College in increasing local skills, promoting economic inclusion,
and supporting the growth of local businesses

Immediate actions
Action
An immediate action is to establish a regeneration
board to lead the planning and delivery of the
future growth of Tiverton. The group should
comprise representatives of the local community,
the business community, the local authorities
(District and County), and other relevant
stakeholders that will be involved in the future
development of the town.
The board should work with the local community to
develop a vision for Axminster and an
accompanying action plan. This should build on
existing work that has been undertaken on the
town centre and masterplanning for the town
A programme of activity should be developed to
draw visitors into the town, e.g. markets, festivals,
events, working with local retailers
A masterplan for the town centre is being
developed, and this needs to be completed. This
should be aligned with the vision and action plan
for the town, discussed above
Short to medium-term actions
Action
Support for business growth, to help reduce outcommuting. Including support to deliver
employment space for new-start businesses,
growing businesses, and remote workers, thus
reducing their need to commute to jobs elsewhere.
Work with Petroc College to identify actions to
increase the skills of local residents, help them to
access jobs thus increasing social inclusion, and
help meet the needs of local businesses

Investment in the town centre to improve its
quality, enabling the provision of a wider range of
retail, hospitality, and leisure in the town
Longer-term actions
Action
Support for the continued delivery of the urban
extension, including securing funds for
infrastructure to enable the delivery of housing.

Lead
The lead partner
will be Tiverton
Town Council
supported by
Devon County
Council and Mid
Devon District
Council
This activity will be
led by the
regeneration
board, above.

The lead partner
will be Tiverton
Town Council
The lead partner
will be Mid Devon
District Council

Funding

Revenue funds to
support this activity
will be provided by
Devon County
Council
Funds will need to
be secured to
support this activity

Lead
The lead partner
will be Mid Devon
District Council

Funding
Funds will need to
be secured to
support this activity

Mid Devon District
Council, Petroc
College, and local
businesses

The lead partner
will be Mid Devon
District Council

Some revenue
funds will be
needed for initial
analysis, which
may lead to a need
for further funds
Funds will need to
be secured to
support this activity

Lead
The lead partner
will be Mid Devon
District Council

Funding
Funds will need to
be secured to
support this activity
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Action
New buildings and infrastructure should help to
deliver environmental and social sustainability

Lead

Funding
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6

The Future Growth of Towns in Devon

6.0.1

This chapter sets out overarching recommendations on the future of town development in Devon,
drawing together the town-level recommendations set out in the previous chapter. This includes
proposals for pilot programmes in the five case study towns, and suggestions on how the lessons
learned can be rolled out to other Devon towns.

6.0.2

There are four levels of government/governance at which the future growth of coastal and market
towns in Devon is currently being considered, supported and directed:
•

•
•
•

The Heart of the South West (Local Enterprise Partnership) level, at which research has already
been conducted into the future of towns in Devon, Somerset and Torbay, and an approach to
towns has been proposed
The Devon County level, which is the focus of this report
Within each of Devon’s Districts, the role and growth of towns is considered within their Local
Plans and economic development strategies
At the individual town level, at which Town Councils are active in promoting development. A
few towns have Neighbourhood Plans and/or development plans, but most lack a strategic and
holistic plan for the growth of their town

6.0.3

A coordinated approach to coastal and market town development needs to be established,
coordinating and ideally joining-up activity at these four levels. Activity at each of the levels, and
the opportunities for better integration between them is discussed in more detail below.

6.1

An approach to town development across the Heart of the South West

6.1.1

A study undertaken earlier in 2021 has set out an approach to the future development of towns in
the Heart of the South West, which includes Devon’s coastal and market towns1. This defines the
role of coastal and market towns as:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Places to live
Places to work (and commute out of to work elsewhere)
Places to learn and improve skills
Places to visit (for leisure and tourism)
Places to shop
Places to access services (both public and private)

6.1.2

Most coastal and market towns fulfil several, if not all, of these roles. In fulfilling these roles, towns
should be healthy, vibrant, prosperous, inclusive, sustainable and connected.

6.1.3

The recommendations for the future support of towns in the Heart of the South West are
summarised in the figure below.
Figure 6.1: Recommendation for Supporting Towns in the HotSW
1. Lobbying of the UK Government
Lobby Government for recognition of the role of towns in future White Paper and funding
allocations
Lobby Government to allocate and protect employment land in new planning regime
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Lobby Government to provide funding and support for the delivery of employment sites and
premises
Lobby Government to ensure support for skills and training can be accessed in towns (e.g.
through digital delivery) and delivered in towns
2. Plan town development strategically
Create a strategic LEP-wide framework to support the growth of towns, set out in a single
overview document
LEP strategies to explicitly recognise the role of towns
County Council strategies to explicitly recognise the role of towns
Local and Neighbourhood Plans should explicitly set out the role of towns
Ensure engagement of town stakeholders in Local and Neighbourhood Plan preparation
Towns should be considered when allocating funding and resources for economic development
3. Prioritising towns for support
Prioritisation of towns according to needs and opportunities
4. Governance of town growth
Establish a governance structure for each town (where this does not exist) to bring together
town, local authority, LEP and other stakeholders invoiced in delivering change
5. Develop town visions and plans
Develop a vision and growth plan for each town
6. Support project development
Developing projects to a ‘shovel ready’ state. This will require resources which may not be
immediately available
7. Monitor and evaluate progress
Ongoing monitoring and evaluation of progress and lessons learned at town, District, County and
LEP levels. Lessons disseminated throughout the LEP area
6.1.4

This recommended approach to town development in the Heart of the South West sets a framework
within which town development in Devon can be delivered.

6.2

County-wide support for town development in Devon

6.2.1

Devon County Council is keen to promote sustainable and inclusive growth in its market towns. A
proposed set of objectives that is relevant to Devon and consistent with national, regional, and
local policy is set out in the figure below.
Figure 6.2: Objectives for Devon’s coastal and market towns
Devon’s towns will be attractive places to live and work, complementing the main engines of
economic growth in cities
Each town will have a clear vision for its future, which is locally owned, and supported by
District, County and other stakeholders who will help to deliver it
They will provide learning and employment opportunities for residents, leading to
improvements in their quality of life, and helping to meet the skills needs of local businesses
Towns will be physically and digitally accessibility, enabling people to travel into and out of
towns for work, leisure, retail and services, and access learning, training, work, retail, and
services online
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Devon’s towns will have good quality high streets and town centres, to draw footfall into towns,
and will be perceived as safe places to visit. They may have town centre managers to oversee
this process
The towns will provide employment opportunities. They will be places to start new businesses,
and places to work remotely for part or all of the time
They will have sufficient employment space, including co-working and enterprise space to
support new-start and small businesses, and enable remote working
Towns will have a holistic approach to increasing skills and supporting businesses, to ensure
that these drivers reinforce each other
The towns will have enough affordable housing so that people can live and work in them
Environmental sustainability and social inclusion will be integral to all growth in the towns. This
will include net zero carbon growth, greater local procurement and supply chain development,
renewable power generation, and the infrastructure for electric vehicles and active travel
Investors will have confidence to invest in Devon’s towns
The County and District Councils will work together to support the growth of towns, and
prioritise their resources to do this
Through monitoring of the development of towns, along with monitoring of the challenges and
opportunities that they face, towns will remain adaptable to future changes, both positive and
negative

6.2.2

Focusing on pilot towns
Resources and funds for town development are limited, and often awarded on a competitive basis.
Rather than funding a small amount of activity in many towns, a better approach is to focus
resources into delivering change in a small number of towns, learning from this, building a
repository of best-practice, and disseminating this knowledge to other towns. As first-round towns
pilot towns achieve a sustainable path to regeneration and growth, other towns can be supported
to go through the same process. Therefore, tranches of towns should be identified for support.

6.2.3

This means focusing initial efforts (in 2021/22) on a few pilot towns. The towns used as case
studies in this paper have been carefully chosen, through a process set out in Chapter 4. The same
methodological approach can be used to identify pilot towns, with the inclusion of an assessment
of readiness for change.

6.2.4

If a second round of towns is supported in future, then the same method for choosing towns can
be used. This means identifying the towns with the greatest needs, opportunities, and readiness
to change, which requires a combination of quantitative and qualitative assessment.

6.2.5

Using this methodological approach, potential pilot towns will include:
•
•

6.2.6

Highest priority towns which are vulnerable, have challenges, opportunities, and readiness for
change (in order): Ilfracombe, Bideford, Tiverton
Towns which are vulnerable, have challenges, and opportunities, but with more work needed
on readiness for change (in order): Axminster, Dawlish

An approach to pilot town development
A common approach to promoting town development in Devon should incorporate the following
steps:
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•

•
•
•
•
•
•

6.2.7

Creating a partnership of local stakeholders and anchor institutions to lead the process of
future development (a governance structure), or working with established structures or
vehicles where they already exist
Setting a vision for the development of the town over a long period (of e.g. 20 years, in-line with
the Local Plans)
Creating a physical masterplan for the town
Creating an action plan, which includes a number of key projects
Establishing a community engagement plan to ensure that the needs of the local community
are being met, and that future growth is inclusive
If funds are available, then starting to invest in project development (to reach shovel-ready
state), so that funding applications can quickly be assembled when opportunities arise
Ongoing monitoring and evaluation of progress and lessons learned

Initial support
Devon County Council will provide revenue funding for the creation and/or refresh of a multi-level
governance structure, and the subsequent development of a vision and action plan for each town.
It will then use future bidding opportunities to secure funds for future investment in towns.

6.3

District level approach to market and coastal town development in Devon

6.3.1

Each District in Devon has a Local Plan which sets out the role of its market and coastal towns
These are discussed in Chapter 2. Most of these Local Plans are being updated. The Districts also
have economic development strategies to complement the Local Plans. Typical Local Plan policies
for market and coastal towns are summarised in the figure below.
Figure 6.3: Typical Local Plan Policies for Towns in Devon
Making towns more self-contained and inclusive
Providing employment opportunities, including through inward investment, to prevent towns
becoming dormitories or retirement locations
Providing employment opportunities close to homes to minimise the need for car-borne
commuting
Delivering affordable homes so that younger people can live in coastal and market towns
Ensuring that town centres provide a wide range of services – both private (e.g. retail and
leisure) and public
Promoting the use of public transport and active travel – walking and cycling – as well as
electric vehicle infrastructure
Ensuring good digital connectivity
Protecting the historic and natural environment within and around towns

6.3.2

Future Local Plans should consider the interaction and relationship between towns within each
District, as this is the closest approximation to a functional economic market area.

6.3.3

The town level visions and plans for market and coastal must be aligned with the Districts’ Local
Plans and economic development strategies. There should be a symbiotic relationship between
the town plans and Local Plans, with each informing the other.
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6.4

Action plans for market and coastal towns

6.4.1

Chapter 5 has set out detailed reviews of five case study/pilot towns and recommendations on
actions or each in the short, medium, and longer-term. The recommended actions have been
formulated in response to specific local evidence. However, there are some common types of
action that feature in most of the towns. These are:
•

•

•

•

•

Establishing a governance structure to steer the planning and delivery of growth (where one
does not exist). A regeneration board or similar should bring together local stakeholders (such
as the Town Council, bossiness community, residents, and community groups) who have the
best understanding of local needs, with the District Council, County Council and others who are
able to provide professional and technical support and access funding
This regeneration board needs to develop a vision and action plan for the future of the town.
This must be evidence-based and specific to local challenges and opportunities. External
professional and technical support may be needed to develop this plan
Activities, events, and festivals to attract footfall into the town and support the recovery from
the impacts of the Covid-19 pandemic. This can be combined with initiatives to make better
use of the public realm, which could include (temporary or permanent) pedestrianisation of
central spaces, encouraging hospitality businesses to use public realm to increase vibrancy,
investment in the fabric of the public realm, provision of seating and shelters
Delivery of workspace, including co-working space and live-work space, for new-start
businesses, small businesses, and remote workers. This could include the re-use of vacant
retail premises (now more deliverable as both are Class E Planning Use Classes) or the better
use of space above shops. This can be complemented with the encouragement of greater local
procurement and supply chain development
Support to deliver proposed urban extensions to provide more affordable housing and
workspace in the town. Ensuring that these are well connected to the existing town, both
physically and perceptually, will be important. New buildings and infrastructure should help to
deliver environmental and social sustainability

6.4.2

Physical development and regeneration projects will tend to be specific to local needs and will vary
from town to town.

6.5

Funding and investment for growth

6.5.1

In Chapter 2, we have discussed the role of the public sector in market and coastal town
development. Public sector organisations can put the conditions in place to encourage and enable
town development (e.g. through planning, support and providing funds), but the creation of growth
through housebuilding, retail and job creation will primarily be delivered by the private sector. In
some cases, there may be opportunities for public-private partnerships.

6.5.2

A number of sources of public sector funds may be available to support market and coastal town
development. These are summarised below.

6.5.3

Future High Streets Fund, Towns Fund, and Levelling Up Fund
These funds have or are in the process of providing support to projects and programmes of activity
in towns. Some bids have been made to the Levelling Up Fund for projects in Devon towns, but at
the time of writing the allocation of funds has not been decided. Future rounds of these funds have
been suggested, but there are no firm plans yet in place.
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6.5.4

6.5.5

6.5.6

6.5.7

Community Renewal Fund
The Community Renewal Fund is currently considering bids for funding, including a bid from Devon
County Council. The Devon bid comprises 16 projects. Some of these are Devon-wide and others
are town-specific, including one for Tiverton, which is discussed in Chapter 5.
One Public Estate
Devon and Torbay have a One Public Estate programme which is intended to make better use of
redundant public sector buildings in Devon’s towns. Opportunities are being considered in
Axminster under this programme, discussed in Chapter 5.
Affordable Housing Funding
This is grant funding provided through Homes England to support the capital costs of delivering
affordable homes for rent or sale. To draw down funding, organisations need to be an investment
partner of Homes England, although it is possible for a single lead bidder to be registered and work
alongside others who are not.
This funding can be used to develop:
•
•
•
•

6.5.8

6.5.9

Supported Housing – where housing is provided alongside care facilities
Rural housing – housing in areas with under 3,000 residents
Traveller pitches – to extend existing sites, or develop new ones
Empty homes – bring empty homes back into use through repair

Infrastructure Bank
Announced in the 2021 budget the main focus of the bank will be to lend to projects in the key
sectors of the National Infrastructure Strategy, Clean Energy, Transport, Digital, Water and Waste.
The bank will have £4 billion allocated to local authority lending for complex infrastructure projects
and will also play an advisory role. The bank will begin lending to local authorities in the summer
of 2021.
Section 106 and Community Infrastructure Levy
Section 106 obligations can be secured to mitigate the individual impacts of development projects.
There are three tests for when these agreements cand be used:
•
•
•

Necessary to make the development acceptable in planning terms
Directly related to the development
Fairly and reasonably related in scale and kind to the development

6.5.10

Section 106 obligations can often take the form of requirements to build affordable housing, or for
infrastructure works to be undertaken.

6.5.11

The Community Infrastructure Levy (CIL) is a slightly broader tool which can deal with the
cumulative impacts of developments. In most areas the spending is broken down as follows:
•
•
•

75-85% on infrastructure projects – priorities to be decided by the local authority that has
leveraged the charge
15% to 25% in the neighbourhood or parish in which the development is located
5% on the administration of CIL
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6.5.12

6.5.13

However, the proposed reform of the planning system, discussed in the main body of the report,
could lead to the replacement of S106 and CIL with a national development tariff. The details of
how this might work have not yet been set out.
Shared Prosperity Fund
The UK Government’s Shared Prosperity Fund is intended to reduce inequalities between
communities. Details have not yet been released, but the HM Treasury Spending Review of 202026
stated that the priorities for the first part of the funds will be:
•

•

•

6.5.14

Investment in people and skills tailored to local needs, such as work-based training,
supplementing and tailoring national programmes (e.g. the Adult Education Budget); and other
local support (e.g. for early years)
Investment in communities and place including cultural and sporting facilities, civic, green and
rural infrastructure, community-owned assets, neighbourhood and housing improvements,
town centre and transport improvements and digital connectivity
Investment for local business including to support innovation, green and tech adoption, tailored
to local needs

A second part of the fund will help people most in need through bespoke employment and skills
programmes that are tailored to local need.

Community Ownership Fund
6.5.15 The objective of support under this fund is for communities to own and manage their most
treasured local community assets. Community organisations, with either existing governance
structures or plans to introduce them, are eligible to bid into this fund. The fund will provide
£250,000 (up to £1 million in exceptional circumstances) of match funding will be available to
provide important physical community assets.
6.5.16

The first bidding round opened in the summer of 2021, and to further rounds are proposed.

Devon County Council funds
6.5.17 Devon County Council has funds available to support recovery from Covid 19, including support for
urban renewal in coastal and market towns. These funds could be used to support the work
proposed in the pilot towns, including working-up projects to a shovel-ready state, which are
needed to access future UK Government funds. This could help to leverage in funds from other
sources discussed in this section.
Private investment
6.5.18 It will be important to ensure that any regeneration proposed for towns, including proposals for
high streets and towns centres, is commercially viable and financially sustainable, to ensure the
ongoing growth of towns rather than a single boom and then bust.
6.5.19

26

Devon County Council and the District Councils should engage with investors and developers to
encourage them to invest in Devon’s towns.

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/spending-review-2020-documents/spending-review-2020
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7

Action Plan

7.0.1

This chapters sets out some recommendations for immediate actions for Devon County Council,
District, and town stakeholders to progress their support for town growth and development.
Action
County, District and town stakeholders
should agree the Devon-wide approach to
market towns set out in this paper. This will
support a HotSW-wide approach to town
development
The choice of pilot towns should be
confirmed by Devon County Council following
discussion with and commitment from
District and Town Councils
Governance structures (e.g. regeneration
boards) will need to be established in those
pilot towns which do not already have them.
Some external support may be needed from
Devon County Council or independent
advisers. This may require some resources
and/or funds
Locally owned visions and action plans will
be developed to guide the future
development of the pilot towns. External
support and funding may be needed for this
Deliver immediate interventions, which need
to be identified for individual towns.
Examples are publicity, events, and regular
markets
Explore potential funding for the delivery of
projects in the pilot towns

Undertake regular monitoring and evaluation
of towns’ progress and the external drivers
that affect them; and use this to shape
towns’ development plans in response to
changing threats and opportunities

Timing
Immediate

Owner
Devon County Council
District Councils
Town Councils

Following agreement
of the Devon-wide
approach

Devon County Council
District Councils
Towns Councils

Following confirmation Devon County Council
of the pilot towns
District Councils
Towns Councils
Other local
stakeholders

Following
establishment of the
governance structure

Town governance
groups/regeneration
boards

Immediate

Town governance
groups/regeneration
boards

Whilst the exploration
of possible sources of
funds can start
immediately, the
timetable for bidding
will depend on the
funds’ timetables and
development of
comprehensive
projects
Ongoing

Devon County Council
District Councils
Town governance
groups/regeneration
boards

Town governance
groups/regeneration
boards, supported by
the District Councils
and Devon County
Council
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