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Higher goal

What

UN SDG 3 Good Health and Wellbeing
UN SGD 8 Decent Work & Economic Growth
UN SDG 10 Reduced Inequalities
UN SDG 11 Sustainable Cities & Communities
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London’s high streets are in the midst of sudden and radical change. 
A combination of the rise in online shopping, Covid-19 pandemic, 
and changing tastes and fashions, has seen an acceleration in the 
transformation of our retail habits with a consequent impact on our 
physical space. Since 2010 nearly 1,400 retailers have entered into 
administration. As a result shops have been closing, and the supply of 
space is outstripping occupier demand. In order to survive, the physical 
spaces of the high street need to change to accommodate the digital 
reality of people’s everyday experience.

This DTT will explore the changing nature of the high street in light of the 
digital transformation of our everyday lives and habits and embrace the 
opportunity to create a more vibrant, democratic and diverse town centre.
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Why The longer-term changes to working patterns offer the potential 
to reinvigorate our local Town Centres. Working from home, in its myriad 
incarnations, has become the new norm for good or for bad. The high 
street is well placed to reinvent itself in response to the shift in working 
and shopping patterns that have resulted from the Covid-19 pandemic, 
with more people wanting to shop local. There has been a shift away from 
‘cookie-cutter’ high street shops, with more demand for locally-made goods 
and produce. Low rents and high vacancy rates on the High Street can 
allow for experimentation to create more diverse local high streets.

The High Street is not a monoculture - only 29% of uses on Britain’s High 
Streets are retail while 49.4% of clothes shopping and 33.3% of all retail is 
now done online.  However, mobile devices are merging the physical and 
the digital. As retail seeks to attract shoppers back into their shops through 
an ‘experiential offer’, so other community focussed services - leisure, 
health, education, workspace, and arts and culture - are adopting a more 
consumer-oriented approach. The result is a trend for more blended 
uses on the High Street. 

There is an opportunity to improve quality of life for local 
residents There has been a shift in patterns of consumers to focus 
on wellness and the ‘self’, rather than just consumerism. There is an 
opportunity to bring a health and wellness offer to the High Street, 
focussing on the needs of the local community, 

In light of the Climate Crisis, it is crucial we focus on bringing new uses 
to redundant and underutilised buildings, rather than demolishing and 
starting again. It is essential we consider how we can adapt the existing 
buildings on the High Street to meet future needs.
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Where Walthamstow High Street is one of the longest and most established market 
streets in London, located within a major town centre. The high street has 
a vibrant outdoor street market, varied independent businesses, some 
large retailers and a growing arts and food scene. In 2019, Waltham 
Forest was the first London Borough of Culture, a programme that radically 
changed the role that culture plays in the borough, with several events and 
interventions on the High Street.

The neighbourhood has a diverse and dynamic population - a combination 
of long established communities, newly arrived immigrants and an 
increasingly hipster generation. It is therefore subject to the same forces of 
gentrification, globalisation and unequal development as other areas in 
London. And while many of the newcomers are young, upwardly mobile 
professionals, digitally enabled and hooked into the new trends, many of 
existing residents are less digitally enabled. Digital exclusion remains a 
major issue in the borough.

The High Street and its environs are subject to a number of policy 
initiatives, from extensive regeneration proposals through to being the first 
Pilot Project as part of the GLA’s Night Time Enterprise Zones. Change is 
imminent.  Through speculating on the nature of this change, the DTT will 
make an essential contribution to alternative visions for the neighbourhood.
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Walthamstow High Street, 1920s
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How

Kick off
27th November (sat) 

To kick off the DTT we will meet on Walthamstow High Street to have a 
walk around, get a feel for the place and start asking questions about the 
place.

Week 01: mindmap
29th November

1. Review of Design Cities projects and learning lessons that can be 
applied to the DTT.

2. Talk by Ibrahim Ibrahim of Portland Design - ‘Future Insights of the High 
Street’

3. Project Co-create a mindmap, exploring the political, economic 
and social forces impacting on the decline and potential rise of the 
Walthamstow High Street. This will be a large graphic piece of analysis. 
Key questions to explore:
  
• What are the forces at play and who are the key players on the 

Walthamstow high street
• What are the pressures facing high streets today, and in particular 

Walthamstow?
• What are the lessons learnt from Brick Lane?
• What are Waltham Forest’s and the GLA’s objectives for High Street 

Regeneration?
• What economic models have been explored elsewhere which might 

be applicable to London? i.e around flexible lettings and reinvigorating 
the High Street?

• What is the historic and changing role of the high street?
• What aspects of our lives cannot be satifised by the digital revolution?
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Week 02: Mapping the site
6th December

Week 03: Intervention
13th December

1. Review and discussion of the mindmap

2. Talk by Waltham Forest Regeneration Team

3. Project Map the physical and social fabric of Walthamstow High 
Street. 
Draw the scale, the grain, the uses, the people and the rhythm of the street.
Analyse the routes, the access and the edges of the site.
Understand the constraints and opportunities for the neighbourhood.

Presentation of work to date and proposition for taking the work forward.Symposium 01

1. Review of the mapping project

2. Talk by Power to Change

3. Project Taking one of the empty shops in the Sainsbury’s building 
and using your themes developed for your Brick Lane projects, develop a 
collective intervention that responds to your research and explorations to 
date. The project should explore themes that will be developed as your 
brief for the main project.
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Witherford, Watson and Mann, Bankside urban forest

Praça Getulio Vargas, Rio de Janeiro (1946), 
Lina Bo Bardi
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READING

DTT - HOME OFFICE
Brief

Books / Reports
How to Save Our Town Centres: A Radical Agenda for the Future 
of High Streets, Julian Dobson, Policy Press, 2015
High Streets for All, Mayor of London & We Made That, 2017
What is next for the High Street?, Deloitte, 2020
Future of Retail, ARUP, 2017
Repurposing Retail, Arup
Donut Economics, Kate Raworth Cornerstone, 2018,
Shutting Up Shop: The Decline of the Traditional Small Shop, J 
Londei, Dewi Lewis, 2007
Mapping Class E: Understanding the espansion of permitted 
development, Dr Ben Clifford, Dr Adam Dennett and Bin Chi, 
Bartlett School of Planning, UCL, July 2021
Survive and Thrive, Barclays report, 2021
The Battle for the High Street: Retail Gentrification, Class and 
Disgust, Phil Hubbard, Palgrave Macmillan, 2017
Night Time Enterprise Zones: Walthamstow Pilot Project: Findings 
and recommendations, September 2020: https://www.london.
gov.uk/sites/default/files/200918_walthamstow_ntez_final_for_
publication_1.pdf

Articles
https://www.cityam.com/britain-2030-writing-off-the-high-street-is-
unambitious-its-future-is-bespoke-local-and-community-driven/
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2020/dec/06/crazy-golf-
on-the-first-floor-uks-department-stores-face-radical-remake
https://theconversation.com/department-store-closures-the-case-for-
a-national-programme-to-fill-empty-space-159184
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2021/may/24/how-
retirement-villages-are-becoming-part-of-high-street-life-in-the-uk
https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/2021/04/16/half-
countrys-remaining-mall-based-department-stores-are-expected-
shutter-by-2025/
https://fashionunited.uk/news/retail/on-a-deserted-oxford-street-
department-stores-are-downsizing/2021031054315
https://www.dezeen.com/2021/06/22/la-samaritaine-
department-store-sanaa-opens-paris/
https://theconversation.com/five-ways-to-save-britains-struggling-
high-streets-90362
https://theconversation.com/future-of-high-streets-how-to-prevent-
our-city-centres-from-turning-into-ghost-towns-154108
https://www.wired.co.uk/article/future-high-street-retail
https://www.ft.com/content/6371a3b3-7138-457d-80be-
11e996906be9

Organisations
https://savethehighstreet.org/
https://www.powertochange.org.uk/
https://www.centreforlondon.org/
https://www.highstreetstaskforce.org.uk/


