Ashford Portas Pilot Case Studies
Since the formation of the Ashford Town Team, Ashford has forged ahead with several exciting new projects designed to reinvigorate the town centre. The team has benefitted through funding from Ashford Borough Council and the appointment of a full-time Town Team Manager. Jo Wynn-Carter, who came from the private sector to fill this role in April 2013, has been able to dedicate time to building strong relationships between local businesses, landlords and public sector bodies. This role has proved very successful in being able to provide a decisive lead for projects and in encouraging cross-organisational support for key decisions. The team’s ability to deliver projects through our early schemes has enabled us to investigate the launch of challenging new projects such as a planned monthly Farmers’ Market set for summer 2014.
‘Love Ashford’ Town Centre Website and App

Ashford is driving town centre footfall through our innovative website and mobile app. Visitors will be able to interact with local shops and businesses, access special offers and discover local events and activities. 
We are looking to lead the way on the Digital High Street through the development of the Love Ashford website. We have worked with a local web-design company, Red Carrot, who will also be launching the Love Ashford app, accessible through mobile phones and tablets. [image: image5.jpg]



We are now in the beta stage of this exciting project, working closely with businesses to encourage them to join the Love Ashford website. The site will launch at the end of April, and will be the first of its kind to offer independent businesses a universal ‘click and collect’ service. Opportunities to monetise the site and app to make them self-sustaining through income generation are also integrated into the site.
Key features of the site include:

· Individual page for each town centre business

· Integrated mapping and social media (Twitter, Facebook, LinkedIn)

· Events promotion

· Special offers

· ‘Click & Collect’ for independent businesses

· Interactive resident surveys and feedback 

· A business-to-business email facility

· Business and resident newsletters

PopUp Ashford

Media coverage of empty shops has appeared in many newspapers, both locally and nationally. As a direct result of being a Portas Pilot town we have been able to work with PopUp Britain, the retail arm of the StartUp Britain national campaign supporting Britain’s entrepreneurs, to deliver the first PopUp Britain shop in Kent and in a Portas Town. 
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By building a good working relationship between Ashford BC and UBS, landlords of Park Mall shopping centre, we were able to procure an unused retail unit for the project with the idea that we would make use of an empty shop front and encourage more pedestrians into the area. PopUp Ashford opened on the 14th October 2013 and has brought much-needed footfall to an area of town that had a very high vacancy rate.
Start-up businesses share the space for two weeks at a time, and can test their trade on the high street. The project has run for five months and we have seen more than14 businesses using the space and receive support from the town team.
One of our tenants remained for a total of three months and is now exploring the idea of taking on a lease in the town centre. Another has gone on to develop her product range and exhibit in a major London trade fair with success. Another tenant has received a grant from Vistaprint and won the prestigious Theo Paphitis SBS Award.

We have challenged the traditional use of a retail outlet by hosting events and workshops - most recently an evening event with TV’s Alex Polizzi, attended by more than 70 local businesses. We have attracted media interest from BBC South East and Meridian TV; and we are currently running exciting Buying and Visual Merchandising workshops for local businesses to learn how to buy for profit and maximise product performance. 
Pop up Gallery – Stour Valley Arts
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Ashford was allocated Arts Council funding to support the Portas Pilot project activity. Following discussions on how best to compliment this activity, it was agreed by the Town Team that the funding be used to secure a ‘pop up’ art gallery, curated by a professional local arts company. On the 23rd November 2013, just one month after the decision by the Town Team, Stour Valley Arts opened the Cornershop Gallery opposite PopUp Ashford with a high quality art show displaying and selling affordable artworks by artists and makers from Kent. In the first four weeks of opening, 800 people visited the gallery. There has also been evidence of a positive crossover developing between start-up businesses in PopUp Ashford, and the Cornershop. Stour Valley Arts is planning exhibitions through to June 2014.
Town Centre Action Team 
As a direct result of Ashford being a Portas Pilot, Ashford Borough Council unveiled a Town Centre Action Team (T-CAT) to the public in September 2013, ushering in a new era of a brighter and cleaner town centre. The team has been tasked with keeping the town looking at its best, and can respond rapidly to any problems reported by residents, visitors or local businesses. Duties covered by this team of four include litter picking, minor maintenance works, and painting and refurbishing street furniture. T-CAT has had a positive impact on the town not just in terms of cleanliness, but also by working closely with businesses and the public alike. 

We recently used PopUp Ashford to showcase the great work this team is undertaking and produced a town centre survey to be completed by the public. We have had an excellent response from this and the results have assisted with the focus on particular areas in the town going forward.
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