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Almost every major town and city has seen a gleaming new retail development spring up over the

past few years.

By Helen Dickinson, Head of Retail at KPMG

And with planning restrictions on out-of-town and edge-of-town schemes, virtually all these new

developments have been in city or town centres.

But unlike previous major retail schemes, such as Birmingham's Bullring, these developments have come on

stream as the sharp rise in consumer spending of the past decade-and-a-half hits the buffers.

The latest - Cabot Circus in Bristol and Highcross in Leicester - opened their doors last month (Cabot Circus

on 25th September, Highcross on 4th September), while Westfield in Shepherd's Bush - Europe's largest

city-centre shopping centre - opens on 30th October.

According to the latest BRC-KPMG Retail Sales Monitor, retail sales values fell 1.5% on a like-for-like basis in

September 2008 (compared with the same time last year), and like-for-like sales have now been lower than a

year ago in six of the past seven months. Unsurprisingly, the survey found that turmoil in the financial

markets is continuing to hit consumer confidence and more cautious spending is the order of the day.

Certainly the consumer is continuing to feel the pinch. Soaring food and fuel prices combined with higher

mortgage rates are putting household budgets under pressure, while tumbling house prices and rising

unemployment keep knocking confidence levels.

So will these sparkling new shopping centres, typically a decade or so in the planning, become white

elephants? When the opening fanfares have died down will their stores be empty and the restaurants and

bars vacant?

The good news is these new schemes have a number of advantages over earlier generations of shopping

centres that will go some way to shielding them from the harsher economic climate.

For a start they are all in city centres - and with petrol prices still high likely to stay high this could tempt

shoppers out of their cars and onto the buses rather than drive to out-of-town malls.

Secondly, lessons learnt with earlier centres - which tend to be ghost towns after 6pm - have persuaded

developers to make these schemes more vibrant, introducing not just upmarket bars, restaurants and

cinemas, but residential units as well.

Lifestyle and demographic changes have made shopping more of a leisure pursuit than a necessity - and

developers are aware that if they make the environment pleasant and welcoming then shoppers will linger.

These in-town centres compete with the biggest out-of-town regional centres in terms of their non-retail

offering.

Westfield, which has cost £1.6 billion to build and at 150,000 square metres is the third-biggest retail centre in
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the UK after Gateshead's MetroCentre and Bluewater in Kent, has 50 bars and restaurants. To reinforce the

upmaket image developer Westfield has banned plastic forks and polystyrene boxes - all eating places will

have real cutlery.

Hammerson and Land Securities, developers of the £500m Cabot Circus scheme in Bristol promise

European-style café culture and chef Raymond Blanc has opened a Brasserie Blanc restaurant - a far cry

from the concrete of the neighbouring Broadmead centre.

And at Hammerson's £350m Highcross scheme, early figures from its dining area showed sales were more

than 50 per cent higher than original estimates.

All three new centres have major cinemas - in the case of Highcross and Cabot Circus the US chain Cinema

de Lux.

Of course, vital to the long-term success of these centres will also be the mix of tenants and all three have

strived to sign up big names - each is anchored by a House of Fraser store while Highcross also has a John

Lewis, Westfield Debenhams and Cabot Circus the South West's first Harvey Nichols.

But all three have also made sure they attract aspirational brands to smaller units - Westfield has bagged the

kind of names usually associated with Bond Street such as Louis Vuitton, Dior, Gucci and Prada.

Undoubtedly these new centres may face a tough first year or two. But this new generation of upmarket

centres are being built for the long term, and despite the current consumer slowdown, that should stand them

in good stead.
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