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In a time of austerity where we are seeing what has been dubbed the death of
the high street, regeneration work is not always a top priority for councils.
Spending money to help businesses and provide residents with better high
streets is often considered too much of a gamble.

However, at Waltham Forest council we have decided to put money into this
area. As a result earlier this year Leyton won best town centre project at the
London Planning awards and it has been heralded in national newspapers as
the Notting Hill of East London. This is thanks to its pastel shaded parades of
shops and burgeoning cafe culture.

Since then Waltham Forest council has rolled our similar redevelopment
projects to a further nine high streets throughout the borough, investing £9m
in total.

The leader of Waltham Forest council Chris Robbins thinks the success of
Leyton is enough to inspire confidence and that more projects like this are
needed in the area. He lives near Leyton High Road and was the main driving
force behind the transformation.

"We got it right in Leyton because we worked with the businesses," he says.

"It would have been impossible without them buying into the idea and
working closely with the architects and designers. Obviously as individual
businesses they had to agree to changes to their shop fronts."

Our strategy in Leyton relied on a consistent look and feel; the signs above
shops were made a uniform size and small changes such as having all shops
bring shutters inside windows created a different atmosphere.

The council invested £850,000 in the shop front improvements off the back
of a £2.25m facelift deriving from the Olympic and Paralympic Games that
saw extensive renewal and replacement of pavements, road surfaces and
street furniture.

Robbins says comparisons to Notting Hill smack a bit of "journalistic licence".
His plan was to make sure that the identity and tradition of Leyton was
retained. "In essence regeneration should be about changing places so that
people use them in a new and different way. But it is important to recognise
that the relationship people have with their high street has changed,"
Robbins says.

The question for councils is what place high streets now have in society. In
Waltham Forest we believe that these areas have something unique to offer.
Traditional high streets sit as a stark contrast to the chrome and glass of large
shopping centres.

We have helped businesses make the most of what they have to offer, and
make their own improvements. Outlets have chosen to capitalise on
investment differently; from a dress shop constructing new changing rooms
to a restaurant adding an extension.

Princess, a boutique on Leyton High Road, is one of many shops to have
benefited. The family-owned business, run by Penny Philippou and her
daughter, sells evening wear, bridal wear and accessories.

Philippou says, "We've had so many compliments on our shop front and it's
attracting more customers thanks to the changes. The shop front was totally
restored and repainted. New window shutters were installed inside the shop,
allowing evening browsers to view the display at night and making the high
road more attractive and safer."

Councils cannot prop up failing businesses or paper over the cracks of an
out-dated business model but we can facilitate and stimulate change by
providing leadership and help high streets fulfil their potential.

Shifa Mustafa is deputy chief executive and executive director for Environment
and Regeneration at Waltham Forest council.
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... we have a small favour to ask. Tens of millions have placed their trust in
the Guardian’s high-impact journalism since we started publishing 200
years ago, turning to us in moments of crisis, uncertainty, solidarity and
hope. More than 1.5 million readers, from 180 countries, have recently
taken the step to support us financially - keeping us open to all, and
fiercely independent.

With no shareholders or billionaire owner, we can set our own agenda and
provide trustworthy journalism that’s free from commercial and political
influence, offering a counterweight to the spread of misinformation. When
it’s never mattered more, we can investigate and challenge without fear or
favour.

Unlike many others, Guardian journalism is available for everyone to read,
regardless of what they can afford to pay. We do this because we believe in
information equality. Greater numbers of people can keep track of global
events, understand their impact on people and communities, and become
inspired to take meaningful action.

We aim to offer readers a comprehensive, international perspective on
critical events shaping our world - from the Black Lives Matter movement,
to the new American administration, Brexit, and the world's slow
emergence from a global pandemic. We are committed to upholding our
reputation for urgent, powerful reporting on the climate emergency, and
made the decision to reject advertising from fossil fuel companies, divest
from the oil and gas industries, and set a course to achieve net zero
emissions by 2030.

If there were ever a time to join us, it is now. Every contribution, however
big or small, powers our journalism and sustains our future. Support the
Guardian from as little as £1 - it only takes a minute. If you can, please
consider supporting us with a regular amount each month. Thank you.
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