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1. Retail Units and Vacancy Rates in Folkestone Town Centre 
Folkestone Town Centre has a small primary shopping area comprising parts of Sandgate Road and 

Bouverie Place with 86 units 

The latest vacancy rate survey conducted on the 13th February 2019 demonstrates a 9.3% vacancy 

rate in the Primary shopping area at present, but a substantial number of the retailers in these units 

are under threat of closure.   

The Secondary shopping area has a much higher vacancy rate at 16% where many of the 

independent shops are experiencing challenges 

Figure 1 below provides a breakdown of vacancy rates across Folkestone Town Centre as a whole, 

highlighting the rates in some of the key streets and providing the statistics for the Primary and 

Secondary and the shopping district, highlighting the volume of units which are open or vacant. 

Figure 1 Vacant units in Folkestone Town Centre 

Location Total Units Vacant Units Vacancy Rate 

Bouverie Place 18 2 11.1% 

Sandgate Road 40 (primary) 
72 (secondary) 

2 
7 

5.0% 
9.7% 

Rendezvous Street 27 6 22.2% 

Tontine Street 64 15 23.4% 

Guildhall Street 44 13 29.5% 

Cheriton Place 23 2 8.7% 

    

Total Primary Area 86 8 9.3% 

Total Secondary Area 206 33 16.0% 

Total Folkestone Town 
Centre 

415 62 14.9% 

Source – Vacancy Rate Survey conducted February 2019 

The current turnover of openings and closures in Folkestone Town Centre has remained stable over 

the last few years, but there are a number of indicators that highlight the challenges facing the town 

centre and that the situation is likely to worsen.  Guildhall Street within the Secondary shopping area 

has many long-term vacant units, despite being adjacent to the Bouverie Pl ace shopping centre.  

This is one of the main thoroughfares to the primary shopping area and is an important gateway into 

the town Guildhall Street has the highest vacancy rate of all the streets in the town centre at 29.5% 

with 13 empty units. 

There are a number of multiple retailers operating within the town centre that are known to be at a 

high risk of closing. Many retailers are reviewing their portfolios and closing stores that are either at 

the end of their lease term or not performing. Retailers that expanded their portfolio in the early 

2000’s are now over exposed in many town centres that are geographically too close to one another 

and compounding the leakage to other town centres. 

The immediate risk is the potential closure of Debenhams. After announcing the intention to close 

around 50 stores over the next five years, they are now exploring a CVA which could result in the 

closure of 20 stores. If Debenhams closes in Folkestone, there is a number of high-profile retailers 

that could also leave the town, as a further decline in footfall will impact on other stores in the town 

centre already experiencing difficulties.  
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Recent analysis undertaken as part of the town centre study recently commissioned by Ellandi and 

Folkestone & Hythe District Council (see  Figure 2) suggests that if all the national retailers currently 

under threat nationally were to close in Folkestone, then the overall vacancy rate could rise in the 

Primary shopping area to as high as 25.5%. 

Figure 2: Potential Vacancy Rate   

Area  No of Units Projected Vacancy 
Rate 

Projected Vacancy 
Rate by 2020/2021 

Primary  86 22 25.5% 
Secondary  206 39 18.9% 

Total  415 84 20.2% 
Source – Projections based on Ellandi Data & knowledge of high-risk retailers  

This suggests that it is vital that the occupier mix and diversity of uses within Folkestone Town 

Centre is improved and alternative uses, focusing on community, leisure, entertainment, food and 

beverage are explored and encouraged within the town centre.  

2. Multiple Retailers versus Independents in Folkestone Town Centre 
Independent businesses are an important element of Folkestone Town Centre and Figure 3 shows 

the representation of multiples and independent shops within the individual streets in the Primary 

and Secondary areas of the town centre.  

With many national multiple retailers under threat at the moment and reviewing their portfolios, it 

is vital that Folkestone responds to these changes and challenges and measures are taken to 

improve the current offer. 

Debenhams is within the primary area on Sandgate Road and is currently the anchor store and 

footfall driver in the precinct area. We are aware of the real threat that Debenhams will vacate the 

town and many of the businesses, both multiples and independent retailers alike, rely on the footfall 

this store creates.  

Figure 3 Multiples and Independent retailer representation in Folkestone Town Centre  

 

Source - Vacancy Rate Survey conducted in February 2019 
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. 

Figure 4 shows that 62% of the retailers in Folkestone’s Primary shopping area are multiples and 

these are concentrated in the Bouverie Place shopping centre and in and around the precinct area 

anchored by Debenhams. The quality and offer of these multiples is limited, which is a significant 

factor in the leakage of retail spend from the primary catchment areas to other surrounding town 

centres.  

Figure 4 Retailer composition in Folkestone Town Centre 

Type Number Percentage 
Multiple  49 62% 

Independent 29 38% 

Total trading 78 100% 

Source Primary Shopping Area Data – Current trading units. 

3. Diversity of uses in Folkestone 
Figure 5 below shows that the majority of units within Folkestone Town Centre are retail and this 

serves to highlight a finding from the recently commissioned town centre study that Folkestone has 

an oversupply of retail.   

Figure 5a Commercial properties by Use/Class 

 

Source – Town Centre Property Survey February 2019 
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Figure 5b Commercial Properties by Type in Folkestone’s Primary and Secondary Shopping Areas. 

 

  

Source – Town Centre Property Survey February 2019 

 

Town Centres like Folkestone are experiencing a decrease in traditional retail and service- led uses 

are increasing. To be successful in the future, Folkestone needs to have a better balance of leisure 

and experiences that support the way in which consumers are now visiting, shopping and interacting 

in towns.  Consumers need to feel a connection and have a good reason to visit the town centre. 

Customers need to connect with areas and high streets that are successful and need to have an offer 

that is relevant to them. Creating imaginative new developments that will increase footfall and 

attract new businesses is vital for the success of a town. We recognise that there are sectors 

currently underrepresented in Folkestone and this needs to be addressed if we are to successfully 

future proof Folkestone Town Centre.  

There is an opportunity to create interest and synergy between the retailers in the primary and 

secondary areas of the town centre, the independent retailers in the Creative Quarter and the 

attractions on the Harbour Arm. 

There is potential to grow an evening economy in the town centre, as Folkestone is currently not a 

town centre that is open beyond 6pm. There are opportunities to introduce more leisure and 

entertainment so that the whole town centre benefits from the visitors attracted to the Harbour 

Arm. 

There is also potential to address the twice weekly market in the main shopping area which currently 

offers poor quality goods and does not serve to enhance the retail offer within the town.  The 

District Council is looking to bring in a new Markets Policy that will enable better coordination of the 

street markets across the town centre and harbour, in recognition that a revitalised and refocused 

street market in Folkestone could add to the customer experience.  This could also be used to 

encourage visitors to move along from different parts of the town centre, through encouraging 

movement flows.  
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Similarly, the introduction of festivals and events can also serve to increase footfall and dwell time 

.Shared and public spaces within town centres can also be important in bringing the community and 

visitors together and joining up spaces that are underused and act as thoroughfares can also help. 

4. Perceptions of Folkestone Town Centre 
Folkestone and Hythe District Council conducted an employee’s survey in February 2019 to gain 

views of Folkestone Town Centre as a shopping, leisure and visitor destination.  Some 68% of council 

employees live within the district.  See Figure 6 for a summary of these results 

The survey indicates that Folkestone Town Centre itself is generally seen as being synonymous with 

the Bouverie Place Shopping Centre by around two thirds of respondents.  Guildhall Street was 

perceived as being part of the town centre by only 35% of those surveyed, despite this being one of 

the main gateways into the Primary shopping area of the town. 

Four fifths of the survey respondents visit Folkestone Town Centre during their working day, but only 

24% do this on a daily basis. The main purpose of visits is for household shopping, followed by food 

shopping, eating/drinking, gift shopping, banking; only 12% visit the street market. 

Almost all respondents (96%) visit Folkestone town centre at weekends, mainly for shopping and 

eating and drinking.  These visits are mostly limited to visits during the day and not at night, despite 

47% walking into the town centre. Only 37% of respondents visit Folkestone town centre in the 

evenings. The frequency of visits is low with most (48%) visiting a couple of times a month and only 

one third (34%) visiting weekly.  

Respondents were asked why they did not visit Folkestone Town Centre more often and the 

overwhelming feedback related to the poor offer in the town centre, particularly relative to its size 

and a maligned perception of the town which stops people visiting it more.  

The suggestions for improving the town centre includes improving the mid-market retail offer, with 

more quality multiple and independent retailers, more events and attractions, such as community 

markets, which reflect the diversity of the community, and attract more visitors to the town. 

Folkestone Town Centre currently does not offer an experience, range of products or services to 

encourage the local community to visit regularly. Respondents talked about the convenience of the 

town during the working day, but that this was not enough to bring them back in the evenings or at 

the weekend. Choice and experience were mentioned and respondents cited the main attractions of 

the town being the Harbour Arm, Creative Quarter and Coastal Park. There is limited shop offer with 

many of the mid-range shops simply not in the town. 
 

Figure 6 Council Employee’s perceptions of Folkestone Town Centre 

Most frequent response to the key survey questions Often Occasionally never 

If you live in Folkestone - Do you visit during the day, 
when not at work? 

   

If you live in Folkestone do you visit in the evening?    

If you live in Folkestone, do you visit at the weekends?    

During your working day do you visit the town centre 
during the day? 

   

During the working day do you visit the town centre in 
the evenings? 
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Source – Employee Survey February 2019 

5. Pedestrian Flows and Footfall Trends 
Pedestrian footfall counts are currently limited to the Bouverie Place Shopping Centre.  In 2018 

there were 4.4 million visitors to Bouverie Place and this was 5% lower than in 2017, which is 

broadly in line with national trends.  

There is currently no measurement of footfall for the rest of the town centre and this will be 

addressed going forward with installation of footfall counters at entry and exits points across the 

town centre.  In future this will provide a more accurate assessment of what is happening across all 

parts of the town centre. 

Interim results from the town centre study recently commissioned by Ellandi and Folkestone & 

Hythe District Council are shown in Figure 7 below.  Estimated total average retail spend in Bouverie 

Place is £19.86 which is more than £10.00 lower than across the whole Ellandi Portfolio and the 

lowest in the South East. It is believed that this is a reflection of the low end retailers in the shopping 

centre  

The average grocery spend is £18.34 which is also low, especially considering that the centre is 

anchored by Asda and the centre includes a 480 space car park operated by NCP.   Some 38% of 

shoppers in Bouverie Place use the car par there. 

 Almost two thirds (79%) of the customers in Bouverie Place live within a 20 minute radius and 53% 

live within 10 minutes. Dwell time in the town centre is on average just under an hour, which once 

again demonstrates that customers visiting the centre by car are not venturing further into the town 

centre. Dwell time has broadly remained static year on year. 
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Figure 7 Shopper patterns in Folkestone Town Centre

 

Source: Turner Bates- February 2019 
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6. The Future for Retailing and Digital Infrastructure Challenges 
The digital revolution has had a profound impact on town centres and has happened at a staggering 

rate and these trends are set to continue apace in the coming years. This has been summarised by 

Experian as follows 

“The strong increase in online shopping in the past decade has lifted the share of special forms of 
trading (SFT) to a level where it now accounts for close to 16.5% of total retail sales…. 
…The rising share of internet sales in total retail transactions dominates the picture of SFT. 
Based on data for the first ten months of the year, internet sales’ share of total retail is expected to 
come in at roughly 14% in 2017, against 4.7% in 2008. 
 
…non-store retailing continues to grow rapidly, outpacing traditional forms of spending. We retain 
our assumption that non-store retailing will increase at a faster pace than total retail sales well into 
the long term. According to Internet World Stats there, as of June 30 2017, were an estimated 62.1 
million internet users in the UK (representing 94.8% of the population). 
 
Growth of the internet user base will thus be less of a driver than in the past decade. But growth 
momentum will be sustained as new technology such as browsing and purchasing through mobile 
phones and the development of interactive TV shopping boost internet retailing. We expect that the 
SFT market share will continue to increase over the forecast period, although the pace of e-
commerce growth will moderate markedly after about 2022. 
 
Our forecast (see Figure 8 below) has the SFT share of total retail sales reaching almost 20% by 2022 
rising to20.5% by the mid-2030s.” (Source: Experian Retail Planner Briefing, Note 15, Dec 2017) 
 

Figure 8 Forecast of non‐store retailing (‘Special Forms of Trading’ (SFT)) market share to 2030 

 

Source: Experian Retail Planner Briefing Note 11, October 2013, Appendix 3. 
Note: SFT includes spending on online shopping, mail order / catalogue shopping, and markets. 

‘Adjusted’ figures include a reduction for store‐picked online 
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It is vital that town centres have the infrastructure in place to adapt to these changing consumer 

habits and Folkestone needs to tackle these changes head on if it is to succeed in the future.  

Retailers are increasingly providing consumers with choices of when, where and how to shop 

through adopting multi-channel retailing models. This allows consumers to engage with a potential 

retailer before they decide whether to buy online or visit the physical store. 

Click & Collect plays a role in attracting people into a town centre and the way consumers are able to 

interact with shops and services when they arrive in a town centre location is important. Therefore, 

if a town centre has good WIFI coverage and good mobile connections this can have a positive 

impact on dwell time. 

Digital interactions between customers and businesses build loyalty. The personalisation gained by 

businesses help to further engage and develop interactions and notifications to customers of the 

products and offers available when they are nearby. Technology helps to recreate the one to one 

customer relationships that many independent businesses have historically had with their 

customers. 

A feature of today’s environment is that the Millennials and generation z’s (16-24-year olds) use 

their smart phones to interact with each other when they are visiting town centres and use 

recommendations through hashtags created by retailers, ambassadors and influencers to choose 

whether to visit a location or not. In addition, consumers are seeking interactive and engaging in 

store experiences and use their phones to identify local events and markets relevant to them.  

Town Centres need to respond to these technological changes and the influences the have on 

consumer habits.  It is therefore crucial that for a town centre to be a success the technology is 

embraced and having excellent mobile coverage and WIFI connections is a prerequisite, with social 

media used to both attract and enhance the experience of shoppers.  

 


