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Churchgate – a once in a generation opportunity?

Background: Built in 1971, Hitchin’s Churchgate shopping centre is reaching the end of its life. The 
emerging North Herts Local Plan states that the entire Churchgate area (covering the shops, car 
parks and riverside) should be redeveloped. However, proposals over the last 20 years have failed 
to proceed, showing how difficult this is.  

The current situation: The Council is currently considering a retail-led proposal for regenerating 
the Churchgate Centre shops in the old building, creating a large open plaza between the shops 
and a new covered market. A 3-screen cinema has also been added – but no extra car parking.  

Who are we? A group of 4 passionate residents with experience of development, calling ourselves 
Churchgate Resurgence PB as we are working unpaid to explore what opportunities would open if, 
instead of patching up, the building was totally rebuilt. We feel this is a once in a generation 
chance to develop this key site in the centre of town to benefit Hitchin for generations, building in 
flexibility to adapt to future changes.

Why are we doing this? We think that the Council must at least consider alternatives before 
deciding to proceed using the existing buildings. We feel the retail climate is currently too 
uncertain for committing to refurbishing an old shopping centre for perhaps another 50 years. 
Research shows that comparable towns have revived their high streets by revitalising their 
markets.  A new covered market and street food hall with communal eating space could breathe 
new life into the area.

To indicate the opportunities, we have produced a ‘concept’ plan and an illustrative map showing 
the ‘opportunities’. This is not a development proposal – we are residents, not developers. 

Some facts about what is happening to town centre shopping across the UK 
High Street shops are struggling across the country, facing rising business rates, changing tastes, 
lingering austerity and especially the move to online shopping¹. 
Closures on Britain’s High Streets in the last six months were almost 17% higher than last year, 
according to recent analysis².
People are choosing to spend their money on experiences rather than goods³. Memories of shared 
time spent together are more important to them than ‘things’.
Well-run markets are currently reversing the decline in previously failing town centres comparable 
to Hitchin. Altrincham4 is a prime example. 

Some facts about Hitchin town centre
Hitchin’s market has always been an important part of the town’s character and identity.
Although Hitchin has fared better than most towns through the recession, there have been several 
recent high street closures of both chains and independents, showing it is not immune to current 
trends.
Vacant units in Hitchin currently include Kenmore Interiors, New Look, Argos, Hawkins, Gatefold 
Record Lounge, Hinxworth Bridal, Morrisons, and CarpetRight.

1  ‘Six Reasons behind the High Street Crisis’  D Thomas, BBC News online, 1 March 2018
2  ‘Embattled high street retailers call for help as high street closures soar’ S Butler, The Guardian 9 Nov 2018
3  ‘Experience over Goods – the Millennial Shift in Spending’ V Heckstall, Business.com 22 Feb 2017
4  ‘Is this the secret to High Street success?’ D Hewson, BBC News online, 21 Sept 2018

The site today:
(see drawing)
A Market Place – historic hub of Hitchin, 

original site of the Market

B Churchgate Centre – built in 1971, aging, 

outmoded, unloved and uncared for.

C Hitchin Market – active Tuesdays, Fridays, 

Saturdays and Sundays. Its appearance, 
under-investment and lack of activity for 
much of the week blights the area 

D St Mary’s Church – views from the south 

dominated by the unsightly Market

E The Biggin and Almshouses – attractive 

historic buildings masked by the Market

F Biggin Lane Carpark – occupies a prime 

riverside site

G No level access for buggies and 

wheelchairs from Hermitage Road to the 
Market

H Riverside walk unnecessarily squeezed by 

car parking

I Excessively wide pavement limits parking 

space in St Mary’s Carpark

J Missing sections of riverside walk block 

the potential connection between 
Bridge Street and Hermitage Road along the 
River Hiz.

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-43240996
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2018/nov/09/embattled-high-street-retailers-call-for-help-as-closures-soar
https://www.business.com/articles/experience-over-goods-the-millennial-shift-in-spending/
https://www.google.co.uk/amp/s/www.manchestereveningnews.co.uk/whats-on/food-drink-news/altrincham-market-model-feeding-7000-11053223.amp




The Concept:
A Churchgate and the Market benefit from being on a key pedestrian 

route from the riverside carparks (and QMT carpark) to the town square –
this is an asset that can benefit the shops and the Market if that flow is 
directed right through the middle

B Pedestrian footfall from the town square through Churchgate will 

increase if there is an attractive ‘destination hub’ in the market area eg a 
street food hall, fresh food hall with a new flexible riverside space that 
could host day stalls or community events.

C Given the current retail climate, shopping centres need to be as flexible 

as possible. Open plan floorspace can host lots of small units with low 
business rates, or large emporium-style shops made up of smaller sellers. 
If high streets revive units can expand

D The beauty of a linear design is that people have to walk past every 

shop and every stall, giving every stallholder and every shopfront a look 
in. If the arcade stalls had fixed tiled-topped tables, these could be used 
for eating and seating on non-market days 

E Housing the market in a building that is light and airy and lockable when 

not in use could transform it. Housing a street food market in an 
independently lockable part of it, would mean that the street food hall 
could be open every day not just on market days

F Creating a new level riverside walkway opposite St Mary’s Church would 

allow buggy and wheelchair access from Hermitage Road to Churchgate, 
increasing footfall and circumventing the steps that currently block this 
route for disabled people. Widening the riverside walk up near Premier 
Inn would reinforce this. Adding the connecting piece of riverside walk 
completes the link to Bridge Street 

G Introducing attractions such as a cinema/auditorium and a wellness 

centre benefits the town and its community and adds to the footfall at 
different times of day. Rationalising parking layouts and adding a deck at 
Queen St level would  increase capacity

H Creating a new outdoor space on the site of the market will open up 

great views of St Mary’s Church, the Almshouses and The Biggin and 
become a lunchtime attraction for town centre workers and visitors. 

I How to pay for all this and get a return on investment in the longterm? 

Rather than base investment on retail rental income at the                   
mercy of  high street shopping habits, there is an opportunity to create 
much needed residential accommodation for rent in the air space over 
the shopping centre, auditorium and wellness centre. Some of these could 
be targeted at low-income renters. 





The opportunities:
A Flexible retail arcade: Market Place, Churchgate and Hitchin 

Market could inter-connect, offering an exciting experience that is 
different to, but complements, the established shops and 
restaurants in High St and Sun St.

B Revitalised market: attractive arcades and market halls could 

provide flexible sheltered space for a range of uses, such as a 
‘street food’ hall with communal eating, fresh produce hall and 
the thriving antiques market.

C Cinema/auditorium: A small, independent venue with state of 

the art acoustics, could have the flexibility to meet community 
demand, offering a mixed programme of films, music, shows and 
community meetings. A small venue would ensure that parking 
could be accommodated within the existing carparks.

D Wellbeing: A multi-use wellbeing centre. Whether it’s ante-

natal yoga, tai chi classes or a training course, it’s important to 
ensure people have a place to meet friends, learn new skills and 
look after mind and body.

E Completing the Riverside Walk: In addition to a connection to 

Market Square, new Churchgate could be connected by a 
generous, level riverside walk running all the way between 
Hermitage Rd and Bridge St.

F Community space: Hitchin is a wonderful community and we 

want to build on that. Right from new families through to the 
increasing older population, it’s important the town centre offers 
opportunities for the community to come together. Whether 
that’s in a new riverside open space or sharing tables in a new 
food hall. 

G Residential: To pay for all the above, parts of the site could be 

developed for residential use, some of which could be targeted to 
meet the needs of an aging population and low income renters, 
assisting with the release of family homes within the town and 
providing a source of long term rental income for the Council.





A new opportunity for Churchgate

Altrincham Case Study:

As an original market town since 
1290, Altrincham had some of the 
highest vacancy rates in the country, 
so Nick Johnson, of regeneration 
specialists Urban Splash and an 
Altrincham resident, decided it 
needed to be turned into a “modern 
market town”.

His alternative approach to 
regeneration, which says food and 
drink should never be the 
afterthought when sprucing up an 
area, meant he changed places cost 
effectively and by “hand picking 
talented independent businesses and 
not investing in vanity real estate”.

Now it’s “one of the best places to 
live and a big reason is the Market 
House which brings good quality 
food to a variety of people, in an 
informal environment which has a 
wide appeal” says Johnson.

Key questions for the Council:

1 Given that the future of retail is at best uncertain, and Hitchin has recently suffered a 
spate of high street closures, do you think it is wise to rely on only income from retail 
rents to recoup investment, or would it be wiser to spread the risk by incorporating 
some residential from the start?

2 A refurbished Churchgate with conventional sized units is likely to attract high quality 
shops like White Stuff, Monsoon and M&S Food. Is there a risk that initial low incentive 
rents will tempt these brands to relocate from the high street? And if so what effect will 
this have on the high street?

3 Is refurbishing a poorly maintained outmoded 1970s building likely to limit its future 
uses and curtail Hitchin’s adaptability to future retail trends? Would redeveloping the 
shopping centre with flexible retail space on the ground floor and rented residential 
above, give the centre better prospects of success and the Council a stronger return on 
investment.

4 Hitchin has always been a market town. Looking at the story of Altrincham and similar 
towns that have been revitalised by overhauling their markets, is now the time to 
strengthen and secure independent retail in Hitchin, using a re-energised market as a 
catalyst at the heart of Churchgate?

5 Given the above would it not be sensible for the Council to pause for a short period to 
consider all the options open to it, before proceeding down one particular route whose 
success is hinged on the future of high street retail.

Churchgate Resurgence PB, 13.11.2018


