REPORT TO TOWN CENTRE COMMITTEE
BENCHMARKING REPORT

Report Reference T-23-11

Meeting Date 27" November 2023
Agenda Item 7

Prepared by Town Centre Manager

1.0 INTRODUCTION

This is the first report in a yearlong benchmarking process The benchmarking process is as follows:

e June footfall and shoppers’ surveys

e September footfall counts only

e December footfall and shoppers’ surveys
e March footfall counts only

To accompany the ‘shoppers survey’ a Business Confidence Survey was also distributed to businesses
during the August/September period. This report outlines the results of both the June and September
benchmarking and business confidence survey.

2.0 SURVEY METHODOLOGY

Both June and September’s survey took place on a Wednesday (non-market day) and Saturday
(market day). One person concentrated on the Princess Street, Canute Place and Minshull Street
areas and one in the King Street area. The weather in June was extremely hot and the weather in
September ‘clement’.

The business confidence survey was distributed via email and WhatsApp with the Town Centre
Manager reminding businesses, in person, to complete the survey.

The shoppers survey focused on:
e Purpose of visit
e Their view of the current town centre
e Their ideas and vision for a future town centre

e About them

The business confidence survey focused on:

e Business profile

e Trading experience

e Views on the town centre
e Town Centre vision
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3.0 SHOPPERS’ SURVEY

A total of 114 surveys were completed (42% male / 58% female). The results below are from both
days — Wednesday and Saturday

The age breakdown was as follows:

Age Group %

16-25 6

26-35 11
36-45 12
46-55 17
56-65 18
Over 65 35

Postcode breakdown was as follows:

Postcode %
WA16 77
Ccw4/8/9 14
SK4/11/12/13/16 7
WA14/13/14 1
Other 1
Reasons for visiting:
Reason for visiting %
Leisure (eating, drinking, gym etc) 25
Work 17
Convenience shopping 24
Comparison shopping 18
Access services 4

The other reasons given were visiting dentist, hairdressers, choir or were residents within the town
centre.

o 44% of respondents visited the town centre daily with 30% visiting more than once a week

e The split was equal with 47% travelling on foot and 47% travelling by car

o 40% felt the appearance of the town was very good, 46% good with 3% viewing the town as
very poor.

o 54% felt the cleanliness of the town was good, 30% seeing it as very good and 16% viewing it
as poor

e 60% felt the variety of shops in the town centre was good, and 23% felt it was poor

e 55% felt the leisure and cultural activities were good and 29% felt they were very good

o 44% were staying for 1-2 hours with 20% less than an hour

A variety of feedback was given with regards to the best/worst aspects of the town centre, as follows:

Positive Aspects Negative Aspects
Pretty Narrow pavements
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Quirky Traffic/Congestion on King Street
Historical Parking (generally)

Characterful Lack of public transport
Hospitality offer Empty units

The Moor Too many Hen/Stag Dos

Cultural events Lack of EV charging points
Independent Shops Banks closing

Tatton Park Too many ‘posh’ shops

Makers Market and Knutsford Market Hall Litter, cleanliness, roads, weeds, and potholes
Sense of community

Friendliness

How would you describe the town to a friend?

e Friendly, small, and welcoming

e Quintessentially English

e Pretty but congested

e | will meet you elsewhere

e Great for aday out

e Nothing to bring you here and it is expensive

Two suggestions to improve the town centre

e Pedestrianise King Street

e Wider pavements

e Better parking

e Banking Hub

e Slow the traffic down

e More parking especially free
e Better public transport

e More community spaces
More conservation for key buildings such as 60 King Street
Coach parking

Better refuse collection
More road signage

e More community events

4.0 BUSINESS CONFIDENCE SURVEY

34 responses were received, and the business breakdown was as follows:

Business Type 2011 2018 pLip 1} 2023
Retail 96% 58% 56% 68%
Commercial/professional services 0 11% 14% 9%
Hospitality 0 17% 11% 15%
Other 0 14% 25% 9%

o 83% were independent (the same in 2020 and up from 81% in 2018)
e 12% national (up from 11% in 2018)

LOCAL COUNCIL
AWARD SCHEME

" QUALITY GOLD




o 2% regional (down from 8% in 2018)

Length of trading in Knutsford 2011 2018 2020 2023
More than 10 years 26% 45% 59% 38%
6-10 years 22% 28% 11% 30%
One to 5 years 37% 17% 27% 20%
Less than 1 year 15% 11% 8% 12%

Profitability over past 12 months -

Increased 24% 27% 44%
Stay the Same 19% 41% 41%
Decreased 57% 32% 14%
Over the next 12 months, turnover will 2011 2018 2023
Increase 17% 56% 56%
Stay the Same 57% 32% 35%
Decrease 26% 12% 9%
No. Staff Employed Full Time Part Time
0 4 8
1 11 8
2 4 1
3 4 1
4 5 4
5 - 1
6 - 1
7 - 1
8 1
10 1 1
15 1 1
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Which statement most accurately fits your business plans for the next two years regarding your

current premises?
34 responses

@ We will refit, extend or improve current
premises

@ We will close our current premises and
relocate within Knutsford
We will close our current premises and
relocate outside Knutsford

@ We will close our current premises but
not relocate

@ None of the above / we have no plans to
change current premises

Replies in response to the question how has Covid and the cost-of-living crisis affected your
business?

o Yes

e Initially reduced during lockdown but have bounced back bigger now. | think is because we
are healthcare and people struggling to access via NHS at moment

e COVID affected us during the pandemic because we couldn't open the doors, but | think its
focused people on the fact life is to be enjoyed. We are mainly trading in a luxury market so
fortunately the majority of our clientele are not too badly affected by the cost-of-living crisis
to date.

e Reduced sales, increased prices

e Adversely, people spend less than they used to.

e Cost of living is making profit harder with my rising costs

e Covid was bad and now cost of living crises Is holding us back

e Considerably

e Very busy during covid, easier now. Lots of added pressure on the team and costs increase
but busy for sales

e Yes, seen a decline in footfall and returning customers

e Not too much

e Reduced footfall on High Street

® Yes, more nervousness

Have your business suffered any crime over the past 12 months

Yes 22% 36% 11%
No 78% 64% 89%
Social Media Platform 2020 2023
Instagram 75% 88%
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Facebook 86% 88%
Twitter/X 50% 41%
LinkedIn 25% 26%
Pinterest 3% 6%
TikTok n/a 23%
Threads n/a 9%
YouTube - 9%
None 3% 3%

o 94% of businesses had a website with just 2 businesses not having one
o 72% of these businesses used the site for online sales

Skills Development Workshops
Feedback and ideas were as follows:

| haven’t attended and am not sure what | would like

Social media tips and advice still the most popular item

SEO

General marketing and local networking

e One comment was “We think its the role of the council to work on bringing visitors into
Knutsford and not sure what workshops would be mutually beneficial to businesses of
varying kinds”

e One business offered to help with workstation assessment and one with mixology.

e Shared business areas:

e Discounts from local marketing, web design and PR companies

e Training for general topics

e Investment in the marketplace

Views on Knutsford Town Centre

Statement Strongly Disagree Agree Strongly
Disagree Agree

Streets & public areas are well maintained 1 11 17 5

Range of hospitality 0 2 19 13

Pedestrian Access is good 7 14 11 2

Public Transport is good 13 7 11 3

Low levels of traffic congestion 4 19 11 0

Car parks are adequate 7 15 11 1

Good footfall levels 7 13 13 1

Good level of outdoor events 0 3 28 3

The events are good for my business 5 11 15 3

Town is effectively promoted throughout the 3 8 15 8

year

Further views on the town centre were as follows:

e The infrastructure of the town is not good but that is the nature of the town. There are
numerous events and ideas to help businesses and all in turn have a positive impact.
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Knutsford is beginning to look like it needs investment.

| don’t use public transport but talking to people from surrounding areas it sounds like the
public transport to Knutsford is poor and takes far too long to get to the town. Also,
residents that use it seem to have to wait around a lot for public transport

There are lots of different Instagram accounts for various events which seems to dilute
contact for the ‘Knutsford ,main page, would be nice to see these on there to help increase
visibility and awareness

So far, I've found most events take away from my business, not always in the same way.
Some events are not in the streets therefore people don’t tend to wonder down the streets
and stay within the events. When there are big events, I've found | lose my regular custom
as they avoid the town on those days.

| think there is currently a poor selection of restaurants and cafes. There is no foodie scene
at all, for anyone really into food they would not come to Knutsford. People ask me where is
good for dinner and | often struggle to recommend somewhere in Knutsford that | genuinely
would recommend. I've eaten in nearly every restaurant and wouldn’t go back to any of
them due to the food. | will also comment that I've not had any bad experience with
customer service in Knutsford which is great!

| rarely park in Knutsford so can't comment on it, as (understandably) there was no neutral
n/an option, | opted for my initial thoughts. Same response for access via public transport.
However, | feel access to Knutsford would be much improved by trams from Altrincham
reaching Knutsford - also better for commuters accessing Manchester.

As a new Business in Knutsford, we are very happy with how we have been received, also
the level of support from other retailers and the council

What are the main advantages of Knutsford as a place to do business from?

A nice town

A lovely town to visit for history, architecture, and interesting independent businesses

The people

Many events set up to help business, pretty town, strong community.

Customer loyalty.

Knutsford has a strong community and shoppers are willing to shop local. It is also a
wealthier area than most, so there will always be a level of disposable income which may
not be available elsewhere.

Reputation

Attractive surroundings, fairy close to motorway, high income area. Nice family focused
town and people. Access by car straight into town is good - lots of other towns are closed off
and not easy to pull up, quick shop and out.

It's known for being a nice place, but its reputation is slipping

Interesting place to visit

Great mix of independents and chains and a good sense of community

Great catchment area

Independent shops, boutiques, attractive surroundings

Variety of independent businesses is without doubt what brings people into the town for
days out as visitors. We hear repeatedly how lucky we are to live in a town where the town
isn't devoid of shops and has lots of things sufficient to interest people to travel here for the
day and have lunch etc. Also, the architecture and Tatton Park makes the town somewhere
people look forward to visiting for.

Wealth. Even though people are spending less on luxury products in the cost-of-living crisis,
they are still spending on non-essential items.
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e Thriving local community, active Town council promoting area and businesses, good
network, positive approach by most to maintaining Knutsford as a place to access everything
needed.

e The Parking on street so customers can pop in get what they want and drive off again, and
free of charge. really helps, as a business that's relocated to Knutsford this was one of our
MAIN REASONS for coming here, as Manchester has killed retail due to the terrible parking
one way system, and the clear air zone

o Affluent area making it far easier to sell products

e Good selection of independent retailers. Attractive town centre

e Small affluent market town

e Attractive town, generally nice people

e People are polite and like to be regular customer

The main disadvantages of Knutsford as a place to do business from?

e Very little unemployment

e Parking is poor

e The council focus on the wrong things and actually do more harm than good for business

e Relatively small town

e High rent and rates, town is tatty - weeds, no streetlights, tatty signage and road markings,
no bins. Very weak train service and bus services.

e Alot more shops are closed on a Monday and visitors are raising it as an issue as they are
disappointed if they visit on a Monday.

e It can be very one shop orientated; word gets round very quickly if anything goes bad.
Assumptions can be made.

e If motorway is blocked town is blocked

e Bad parking - needs a larger parking area or multi-storey if it could be done in a sympathetic
way over the existing larger car parks.

e Small streets, bad road flow, lack of parking, low variety, and diversity in destination
shopping

e Many events which adversely affect trade

e Car parking

e Pedestrian access and lack of public transport

e Perceived high prices

e Poor condition of the pavements and lack of resources fail to keep the town in pristine
condition. Often visitors pass comment about how dirty the passage between Church View
and King Street is at the side of the Belle Epoque Tower (Towergate). Lack of premium hotel
accommodation within the Town Centre.

e There aren't many things to lure outsiders here. The poor public transport puts people off
visiting. | don't live in Knutsford and if | didn't come here to work then (brutal honestly) |
wouldn’t have any need to come here. Some of the shops are truly great but there isn’t
much that | can't already get in my hometown.

e We have lots of out-of-town patients so access via public transport is issue. We have opened
a second clinic in central Manchester now

e Access limited if don't drive. Trains and busses infrequent.

e We can't see any at the moment

e Parking

e Parking inadequate

e Entitled people

e Parking - we pay a huge annual charge to provide parking for our clients so they know they
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can get to their appointments in time and not stressed
e lack of variety of shops, poor parking facility
e lLocation of market hall could be in one of the main streets

What improvements, changes or actions would you like to see in place and why?

e The maintenance if roads and pavements are embarrassing...appreciate that's probably a
Cheshire East call but it's frankly dangerous

e Perhaps a town clean-up - happy to volunteer an afternoon per fortnight for example. |
realise the council may be stretched but the pavements need tidying.

e Innovative investments from Cheshire East Council.

e More events involving businesses across multiple sectors, rather than just one sector at a
time.

e Better parking (less restrictions,) longer free period of time and better litter and weed
control. Also, public toilets - poor. Chester was awful when we went family, and the kids
needed the loo - wouldn’t go there again in a hurry. Manchester the best example, lots of
access to toilets - Knutsford isn’t accessible like that

e Efforts to improve the range of what Knutsford has to offer

e Improve poorly maintained roads and pavements.

e Trains that run every half hour, Pedestrianisation of King street! pavements are so narrow
and poorly kept its very off putting

o Arefurbishment of the market hall - the introduction of a food court with cooking facilities

e Better maintenance of the pavements, less trip hazards.

e More events and collaborations that actually help the shops make sales. Things like the
bunny hop and pumpkin path are great for the community but in my opinion, they don't
boost sales, if anything you lose money during them as you feel like you have to give out
freebies for the kids. | think the planned Christmas market on king street this year will be
fantastic if it goes ahead as this is actually an event that is focused on people spending
money in the business that already exist in the town. (as opposed to the makers markets
where people spend money on out-of-town businesses).

e Trams to Knutsford - improve access and frequency, better for residents and visitors

e Advertising at Xmas, promoting the Fact that its mostly independent stores, for people who
want something a bit different.

e Provide more parking, allow one hour’s free parking to encourage shoppers

e Wider pavements, more disabled access, ticket machines in carparks never work.

e Improve parking. Ditch the support of “from top to bottom street” which will act as a
deterrent to shoppers if the town is carved up into 3 sections that they can’t easily drive
between.

o Desperately needs a multi storey car park

e Location of market hall could be in one of the main streets

What are the obstacles facing businesses?

e Staffing

e Chains...too much preference is given to chains

e Footfall plus Business rates but that’s the same everywhere,

e High rent drives away quality restaurant/shop offerings.

e Cost of living crisis.

e Very high commercial unit lease rates, increases on everyday utilities.

o Awkward lay outs of buildings for refits, small amount of people using it on a regular basis -
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lifestyle town, not practical and that means problem tend to go elsewhere for basics and
maybe shop wherever they head then.

e Costs of rental and rates

e Limited parking especially during events

e Rising costs low footfall

Rising costs of rents, empty premises

The market hall could be made more attractive a destination

Lack of footfall.

Low footfall especially between Kings street car park and the station end of king street.

e | think the social media and advertising is poor. There are too many accounts for different
things and events. All the events need to advertise in one place so that followers aren’t split
between accounts. | follow them all but often miss posts as the posts are so rare, they don’t
tend to come to the top of my newsfeed.

e @altrinchamhq is a fab example of a great town Instagram. Every day they promote
something about the town and/or a business (old or new). They are constantly popping up in
my news feeds whereas the Knutsford ones just aren’t. Having said this @sceneinknutsford
is now doing a great job! I still think there are too many accounts for each event.

e Energy and rates increase

e financial crisis probably, increasing expenditure and limited spending power for many (but
not all )

e Too many of the same types of businesses- a small town does not need 5 flooring shops , too
many nails and hair boutiques and not enough variety to entice visitors to town

e Increasing costs including rent, utilities, rates

e Ridiculously high rents

e Increases in business rates

e Rents and ever decreasing footfall

What is your experience of recruiting staff within the Knutsford area?

This was an open-ended question with the majority of responses (80%) finding recruitment
extremely difficult or difficult.

Other observations were that most Knutsfordians tend to be employed and they have to recruit
from outside of the town and therefore the parking and public transport problems are an issue.

What is your overall view of Knutsford Town Centre as a place to do business?

Response %
Terrible 0%
Poor 0%
Average 26%
Good 59%
Excellent 15%

Other comments:

e | hope to be a long-standing business within Knutsford and surrounding areas
e Gorgeous town, loads of potential
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e New to business so my comments limited and mainly from consumer perspective
e Average towards good for last question.

5.0 RECOMMENDATIONS

Whilst there was a disappointing response from the business confidence survey and previous
surveys, the Town Centre Manager receives more feedback during her day-to-day meetings and
informal chats. Some issues raised by businesses are areas in which the Town Council has little
control over or are extremely long term (for example trams to Knutsford)

The following recommended actions arise from the surveys (in addition to existing planned projects
such as updating town centre maps, footfall events etc), where they are asterisked, they are new
activities:

Arising from visitor survey:

1. Continue to pursue a banking hub

2. SPF funded Visit Knutsford strategy/website and town centre feasibility studies will begin to
address some longer term issues

3. Re-development of Knutsford Market Hall should become a new focus point within the town
centre and drive footfall

4. Explore Knutsford obtaining Purple Flag status*

5. Meet with landlords and managing agents in the new year to discuss empty unit usage,
targeting tenants and rents*

6. Provide content/leaflets for landlords marketing packs*

7. Speak to Cheshire East carparks regarding plans for EV charging points*

8. Achieve coach friendly town status

9. Build stronger relationship with Tatton Park and utilise Tatton Park as a marketing

opportunity for the town*
10. Reduce town centre speed limits to 20mph*
11. Increase resource for the Town Ranger service to provide more attention to town centre
12. Explore a community bus
13. Explore arts/literature focused events

Arising from business survey:

1. Continue with workshop programme (social media, SEO etc)

Pop-ups in empty shops

3. Streamline social media accounts once resulting from tourism/branding strategy and
website*

4. Explore advertising Knutsford within the Cheshire East and North West area (including the

Visit Chester and Chesire website)*

Explore shared utility costs options*

Speak to CEC regarding recruitment strategies™

Continue with shopping champion videos

More general reels of town centre and boosted posts

Continue with business led footfall event programme

10 Introduce slow Wednesdays and/or accompanied leisure shopping trips*

N
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