
47Draft St Albans City Vision  |  March 2009

Ensuring a prosperous and vibrant city 
centre

Recent developments in the British and global 
economy have placed considerable pressure on 
national and independent retailers as evidenced 
by the increasing number of vacant retail units 
in towns and cities across the country.  Vacant 
units on key retail streets can have a knock-on 
negative impact upon the health of a retail centre 
by lowering the quality of the environment and 
projecting an image of decline.

Rather than sitting empty, vacant retail units can 
provide valuable spaces for community and other 
uses and can be used to host exhibitions and other 
community based events. The Council should be as 
fl exible as possible in supporting the creative use 
of empty units in the city centre in the short term.  
The long term nature of the City Vision means that 
this issue is only likely to remain a challenge in the 
early stages of delivering the vision and strategy.

In the current challenging economic climate, St 
Albans’ existing retailers could help to ensure a 
coordinated and strategic approach to retail in the 
city centre and retain high footfall fi gures by forming 
a Business Improvement District (BID). This has 
proved extremely successful in other market towns 
such as Lincoln and Hitchin, allowing businesses 
to pool resources to address issues regarding 
marketing of the centre, public realm works and 
business development.

The Council would need to lead on assessing the 
appetite for a BID scheme in the city and take a 
project through to the point of ballot, then handing 
over the running of the scheme to a steering group 
formed from local businesses.

What can SACDC do?

- Explore creative use of empty retail units, 
linking up with community groups and council 
consultation initiatives.

- Adopt a fl exible approach, where possible, with 
regard to planning regulations when assessing 
proposals for creative use of empty retail units.

- Explore the potential for establishing a Business 
Improvement District (BID) for St Albans.

Exploring sustainable food production

The true cost of food miles to the environment 
and to transport congestion is increasingly being 
acknowledged by the public at large, and, as shown 
during consultation, by St Albans’ residents. There is 
an opportunity for St Albans to react to this trend 
and to pioneer the marketing and sale of locally 
grown food. As food supply uncertainties could 
become a real prospect in the long term due to 
climate change, there are added benefi ts in terms of 
reliability.

Surrounded by the Hertfordshire countryside, St 
Albans is ideally placed to work towards more 
localised food supply. The City already supports 
this at a micro scale in the form of allotments 
and through the market, but it could, in the long 
term, provide further space for resident-led food 
production, and could build links between local 
growers and local shops within the district and east 
of England region.

What can SACDC do?

Liaise with St Albans’ food retailers to assess • 
interest and feasibility of a scheme to ensure 
that food sold in St Albans is locally sourced 
where at all possible.
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A strategic approach to St Albans’ retail 
spatial hierarchy

In order for St Albans to establish itself as a higher 
profi le shopping destination within the region, it 
will be important for a strategic approach to be 
developed in terms of retail hierarchy within the 
city, setting a framework for the type of retail - 
primary, secondary and food retail - and the format 
for that retail - national retailer provision, fi ne grain 
independent retail provision and big box retail 
parks.

It is important, for example, for the Griffi ths Way 
retail park to be further developed in a way that 
improves the physical environment of the area and 
strengthens the offer, but does not compete with 
St Albans city centre. It would be useful to intensify 
the activity here and residential development 
is considered appropriate, however, it would 
be extremely challenging to provide desirable 
accommodation in this environment and an 
innovative approach would be required, setting out 
clear urban design solutions that can help to create 
a sense of place.

Similarly, food retail should be subject to sequential 
testing, so that it is provided at the most central 
location appropriate within the city. This will 
provide greater scope for linked trips and have 
greater accessibility by public transport, which is 
likely to increase in importance as a means of travel 
over the coming decades.

Primary retail, with both national and independent 
shops, is considered to be appropriate only in 
the city centre, on the two key sites available for 
development.

Victoria Street, connecting the main station to the 
city centre, provides a valuable opportunity for 
developing secondary and independent retail. The 
street has been earmarked for extensive public 
realm works in order to strengthen the pedestrian 
links between the station and the centre.

A greater transformation of the street is possible 
and this is considered a transition area in the city. 
Further independent and specialist retailers could 
enhance the existing offer, which includes outdoor 
equipment specialists. 

By establishing a stronger secondary retail offer on 
this street, the psychological distance between the 
station and the centre could be reduced, as visitors 
would feel they were already entering the city as 
they progressed along the street.

Finally, London Colney provides a large retail park 
shopping provision close to the city, including a 
Marks and Spencers which currently acts as a 
department store for the city. It is considered 
important that the links between the two shopping 
areas are strong, so that they can operate in 
conjunction with one another rather than 
competing. 

What can SACDC do?

Ensure sequential testing is used when assessing • 
appropriateness of food and other retail, and 
actively explore site options to provide the 
most effective offer for the city.

Carefully develop Griffi ths Way, ensuring that it • 
does not compete with the city centre.

Approach Victoria Street as a ‘transition zone’ • 
for the city, with the potential to transform the 
main arrival experience and overcome the gap 
between the station and the city centre.

Provide strong public transport connections • 
with London Colney retail park.

5.2 Shops and services
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Summary of issues with spatial interventions:

- National retailers and new independent shops 
in central locations and located on a retail 
circuit. Drovers Way car park and the Civic 
Centre site are considered to provide the 
greatest potential for this;

- Transformation of Victoria Street, both in terms 
of public realm and retail provision.  Secondary 
and independent retail can be provided to 
enhance the existing offer. This can help to 
overcome the psychological barrier between 
the station and the town centre;

- Strengthened links between Abbey Station and 
the city centre, through public realm works and 
signage;

- Explore the potential for London Colney to be 
included on a shuttle bus route, so that the two 
shopping centres can work in conjunction with 
one another rather than competing; and

- Intensifi ed development at Griffi ths Way, 
developed carefully to ensure that it provides a 
separate offer to the city centre and does not 
compete with it.

Reproduced from the Ordnance Survey Digital Data with the permission of the Controller of HMSO, Crown Copyright Reserved 2008.  Licence Number: 100018953 - 2008

Spatial opportunities for St Albans - shops and services
National retailers

Specialist retail

Secondary / independent retailers

Major new retailers, food store, department store

Primary retail parade

Extended retail circuit

Improve connections and relationship between City 
Centre and London Colney

Enhance independent shop lined connections 
between stations and City Centre

Potential to move school and use site for retail 
expansion

Key
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“The city’s active cultural 
life will be enhanced and 
diversifi ed to help meet 
the needs of residents and 
visitors as lifestyles shift 
and priorities change, 
establishing St Albans as 
a cultural hub within the 
region.

Introduction

St Albans has a strong base from which to provide 
an engaging and inclusive cultural and leisure offer 
for residents of the city and visitors alike. The city’s 
rich heritage as a centre for governance, theatre 
and worship throughout history gives the city a 
unique identity and high profi le within the region. 

The cultural services offer includes theatres, 
a museum, a gallery and a library and arts 
organisations are active within the city.

The raw materials exist for St Albans to thrive 
as a regional cultural centre which can provide 
an engaging cultural life for residents and attract 
visitors from the local area, London and further 
afi eld. By providing focused investment in key areas, 
with ambitious physical proposals, and coordinated 
partnership working, this potential can be brought 
to fruition.

Objectives

• Drawing on St Albans unique potential 
within the North London Arc

• Exploring opportunities for creating a 
cultural hub and/or circuit

• Developing the contemporary, visual and 
performing arts

• Exploring methods of bringing St Albans 
heritage to life

• Raising the profi le of the city in the 
international arena

• Exploring the feasibility of a cinema for 
the city

• Investigating options for increasing the 
hotel offer in the city

5.3 Culture and leisure
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St Albans potential with the region

St Albans occupies a strategic location within the 
north London Arc, providing a cultural and historic 
offer not readily available amongst other towns 
along the arc. This strength can be effectively drawn 
upon to attract day and evening visitors from other 
towns and villages within the region, including 
Slough, Chesham, Harlow and Brentwood.

Attracting visitors from these locations would be 
underpinned by initiatives suggested in the vision 
to create a cultural hub in the centre of the city 
and develop contemporary and performing arts. 
The opportunity presented by large sites in the city 
centre which could accommodate these uses in 
addition to radically improving the shopping offer in 
the city could help bring this element of the vision 
to fruition.

Such a strategy would fi t well with visitor economy 
research which has indicated that St Albans has 
greater potential to attract day and weekend 
visitors from the region, from London and from 
England in general, than to attract international 
visitors for longer visits. 

To help strengthen St Albans offer as a destination 
for a day or weekend trip, the city can also capitalise 
on the attractive pedestrian links which exist to the 
stunning countryside surrounding the city and the 
walking routes and country pubs found in the area, 
including Gorhambury Walk, open to the public 
across the A4147 Hemel Hempstead Road which 
leads into the immediate surrounding countryside.

Similar historic towns and cities have successfully 
drawn on this combination to attract weekend 
visitors, including York, Chester, Canterbury, 
Winchester and Ross-on-Wye.

St Albans is distinctive in providing an historic, 
market town with a rich heritage, attractive historic 
environment and beautiful countryside in a location 
that is just 20 minutes from central London. This 
is seen as a huge asset in attracting visitors from 
London for day and potentially weekend trips.

Further options for developing St Albans as a 
regional hub are set out in the sub-section on 
‘Raising the profi le of St Albans as a tourist 
destination’ later in this section.

SACDC should:

• Support and facilitate the creation of a cultural 
hub within the city centre (outlined in detail 
later in this section).

• Raise the profi le of the city in towns along 
the North London Arc and in the region in 
general, including Slough, Chesham, Harlow and 
Brentwood, and in London.

• Work in collaboration with the Parish Councils 
to raise the profi le of the countryside offer 
immediately surrounding St Albans and explore 
marketing options for creating a linked offer 
between the historic, cultural city and a ‘pub 
and walk’ activities. The St Albans tour guides 
website goes some way to addressing this 
though a higher profi le forum may be useful.

• Facilitate the development of small, quality 
hotels, where possible, to support weekend 
trips to the city.

Case study 1: Chester as a regional hub

Chester provides a useful example for St Albans in 
terms of raising its profi le as a day and weekend 
visitor destination, based on a similar offer and 
character to St Albans. The city has a strong 
Roman heritage, a cathedral quarter and medieval 
historic environment, and also draws on a strong 
provision of independent and specialist retailers. 

Chester is within the catchment area of Liverpool 
and Manchester, as St Albans is in a similar 
catchment with London, and has the potential to 
draw on its own catchment of smaller towns, as St 
Albans does.

The city has in excess of 10 hotels in or close to 
the centre, in addition to B&Bs in the area, and has 
established a profi le for weekend and day visitors 
who also make use of the high quality countryside 
surrounding the city.

In 2007 Chester Council announced a 10-
year plan to see Chester become a “must see 
European destination”, at a cost of £1.3 billion. 
The plan sets out a number of refurbishment and 
renaissance propositions for the city, including a 
townscape heritage initiative, public realm works 
and refurbishment of the Town Hall. 

The Council operates a visitchester.com website, 
which sets out information on where to stay 
in the city, where to eat, attractions available in 
Chester; and provides offers and deals. This raises 
the profi le of the city and makes it far easier to 
for people to plan a visit to the city for a day or a 
weekend, and helps to create a virtuous circle, by 
raising the profi le of the city and attracting visitor 
service provider businesses.
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Opportunities for creating heritage circuits 
around the city

Visitors who have come specifi cally to the city 
are likely to focus activity in a tightly defi ned area 
of the centre, rather than wandering through the 
residential streets.  Currently the visitor offer in St 
Albans is based around two key experiences: 

• The Cathedral, town centre, shopping/markets 
and the town centre visitor attractions; and

• Roman Verulamium sites – the Museum, Roman 
Theatre, Verulamium Park and up hill to the 
Cathedral.

These attractors mean that the visitor experience is 
based only on a south west slice of the city.  

St Albans is a relatively compact city but 
nonetheless distances between the city centre 
and the Park and Roman remains can be daunting 
on foot.  Looking up at the Cathedral from the 
Verulamium Museum, the city centre appears quite 
a distance away.  

The legibility of St Albans can be improved to 
encourage visitors to discover its rich heritage 
and interesting quarters.  Continuity of message, 
style and quality and distinctiveness of the design 
of gateways, signing and interpretation are all 
essential to encouraging exploration.  Good 
signing, pedestrian routes and trails also provide an 
opportunity to infl uence the routes visitors take; 
showing them the best face of the city.

The Council has developed a small number of 
walking trails, with materials available both online 
and in print. Currently, however, there is no 
relationship between these trails and the visitor 
experience in-situ.  The value of the investment in 

trail print could be signifi cantly enhanced by joining 
up information boards, interpretation and the trail 
literature.  There are four key areas for action in 
achieving this:

To improve fi rst impressions, welcome and 
information at the main gateways into the 
city – this includes trunk road entrances, car 
parks, railway stations and coach drop off points.  A 
coherent welcome, clear signing and orientation at 
the car parks and the railway stations is particularly 
important.  Visitors should feel confi dent about how 
to reach their fi nal destination.  First impressions 
and initial information can signifi cantly infl uence 
visitor behaviour.  Information should be welcoming, 
relevant and clear.  For example, information at a 
coach park needs to separate visitor and driver 
needs. 

To deliver consistent and enhanced 
pedestrian signing that creates a series of 
loops and routes around and across the 
city centre.  This provides a good immediate 
opportunity to increase the ‘size’ of the city’s offer 
to visitors by encouraging wider exploration.  A 
new fi ngerpost system already signs destinations 
and the distances between them based on a 
conservative time it takes to reach them on foot.  
However, the system is not comprehensive and key 
gaps to fi ll include routes to and from the railway 
stations.  Also the aged and worn fi ngerpost signs 
across Verulamium Park can and should be replaced.  
It is important to ensure a consistent quality and 
style of signing across the city.  The practice of 
setting out walking distance times can also be 
as off putting as it is encouraging and it is worth 
reassessing the role of including walking times on 
signage.

Signing needs to be augmented by 
interpretation - the fi ngerpost system should fully 
incorporate Verulamium Park and the Museum with 
external interpretation and signing to encourage 
visitors to explore more widely and to learn about 
the history in-situ.  Interpretation can be through 
traditional panels and pieces of art and sculpture 
that enhance the visitor experience.  The emphasis 
should be about informing but also challenging the 
visitor’s perceptions, understanding and emotions in 
an exciting and engaging way.  Interpretation should 
be more than information.

Enhancing the potential of St Michael’s as a 
visitor quarter – Heading down George Street, 
Fishpool Street and into St Michael’s Street provides 
an altogether different atmosphere of the city, 
culminating in the village feel of St Michael’s. This 
setting, with its numerous pubs and restaurants 
combined with a walk across the River Ver and 
linked to Verulamium and the Roman Museum is 
a destination in its own right.  Improved signing 
and promotion could encourage visitors to either 
visit the park or the city centre to explore further. 
Coach parties visiting the Roman sites should be 
encouraged to extend their stay by exploring St 
Michael’s village.    

In addition to this extended visit to the area around 
Verulamium, the privately owned Roman Theatre 
and Gorhambury Walk, open to the public across 
the A4147 Hemel Hempstead Road, offer more 
links and walks into the immediate surrounding 
countryside which can add to the current visitor 
experience.

SACDC should:

Improve information and guidance for visitors • 
at gateways to the city. 

Establish coherent and attractive signage that • 
creates a series of loops around the city and 
also de-clutter the public realm. 

Explore methods of augmenting signage with • 
interpretation such as art and additional 
information to enhance the visitor experience.

Raise the profi le of St Michael’s as a visitor • 
quarter for the city, to enlarge the visitor circuit 
and reveal hidden gems of the city.

Ensure a high profi le for cultural and visitor • 
attractions in the north and east of the city, 
such as the existing museum and gallery and any 
future attractions in this area, to help ensure 
that the informal heritage and cultural circuit 
covers the city centre more comprehensively.

5.3 Culture and leisure



53Draft St Albans City Vision  |  March 2009

Creating a central cultural hub for the city

With the Civic Centre site, St Albans has a rare 
and valuable opportunity to transform its centre 
and to raise the profi le of the city on a regional 
and national scale. By creating a cultural hub in the 
heart of the city, with a theatre, an art gallery, a 
cinema and a library, and supporting uses such as 
cafés and restaurants and related shops, the city 
can potentially redefi ne its image and profi le on a 
national and regional scale. 

The Alban Arena, for example, could either be 
replaced or refurbished and pared back to reveal 
its original design, as has been achieved extremely 
successfully with the Royal Festival Hall and the 
Southbank. A public space can be created with 
cultural uses fronting onto this, such as the theatre, 
a cinema or a gallery, and this could serve as the 
‘living room’ for the city - a place for public events 
and for simply lingering and enjoying the city.

The cultural uses that have been identifi ed as 
desirable during consultation and analysis include a 
larger theatre and music venue, a larger art gallery, 
a new library, a new museum space and a lecture 
theatre. Exploring the potential to accommodate 
these uses together in a central location, or close 
to one another will be extremely important for the 
city and will be considered in the masterplanning of 
the vision for the city.

Opportunity also exists through this proposal to 
create a striking contemporary building for the city 
which can boldly advertise St Albans’ aspirations and 
intentions with regard to becoming a contemporary 
cultural centre, which will also help to address 
some of the objectives identifi ed for enhancing the 
built environment. This could be developed through 
an architectural competition which in itself could 
help to raise the profi le of the city and its cultural 
offer.

SACDC should:

Explore the feasibility of creating a central • 
cultural hub in the civic centre area during the 
masterplanning phase of the vision project, with 
consideration of the reprovision of existing uses 
elsewhere and on the site.

Consider secondary options for providing a • 
coherent and quality cultural offer in the city at 
the museum and university site.

Commission an architectural competition to • 
help create a bold, contemporary building for 
the city and to raise the profi le of the city.

Explore funding opportunities for supporting • 
fl agship cultural uses in the city.
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Bringing St Albans heritage to life

Verulamium Park

St Albans has an extremely rich heritage, including a 
coveted role as one of the Romans’ key settlements 
in Britain. The archaeological nature of the Roman 
settlement, however, presents a challenge in 
terms of bringing this heritage to life. Evidence of 
Roman life is hidden beneath the ground and the 
remains are highly sensitive so solutions need to be 
explored carefully.

The potential for St Albans’ Roman heritage 
to raise the profi le of the city and to provide a 
nationally renowned educational and cultural visitor 
experience is huge and is currently underexploited. 
It is felt that a comprehensive set of options, ranging 
from bold and challenging interventions to more 
conservative interpretation techniques should 
be explored by the council and relevant heritage 
bodies to help bring this national treasure more 
effectively to life for people- local residents and 
visitors alike.

Recreating part of the city - A bold proposition 
for drawing on the city’s Roman heritage would 
be to bring the Roman settlement to life visually 
by recreating some of the city so that visitors 
can have a sense of how it would have been to 
live in the city – to walk its streets or stand at 
key buildings. Reconstruction is not a commonly 
preferred approach to archaeological sites within 
the UK; the charter of Venice (1969), which 
governs the UK’s policy stance on this, advises 
that any reconstruction of a monument must stop 
at the point where conjecture begins, and does 
not suggest restoration of features. However, 
English Heritage’s draft document Reconstruction 
on Historic Sites (AMAC 1999) indicates that 
a degree of restoration may be acceptable, so 

Contemporary visual and performing arts

During consultation, many members of the local 
community highlighted that while St Albans has 
a strong heritage offer, it does not have a quality 
provision of contemporary visual and performing 
arts, and local residents would like to see this offer 
improve. Enhancing cultural facilities in the city 
would also help to raise the profi le of St Albans as a 
visitor destination for day and weekend trips.

The lack of a contemporary arts offer in St Albans 
is partly as a result of a lack of suitable facilities and 
partly as a result of the city’s profi le and identity, 
which is not currently that of a premier cultural 
centre. These two factors are highly interrelated 
and by addressing the issue of suitable facilities, 
the city’s profi le will also begin to change. It will be 
important to manage this shift, however, to ensure 
that momentum can be built in terms of St Albans 
identity, creating a virtuous circle.

In addition to providing new facilities, opportunities 
also exist to enhance the contemporary cultural 
offer using St Albans existing assets. Verulamium 
Park, for example provides a stunning environment 
in which to hold public art and events. An open air 
fi lm festival during the summer months can make 
use of this valuable asset, help to address the lack of 
cinema facilities in the city and also raise St Albans’ 
profi le as a cultural city. In doing this, it will also 
help to attract young people to locate in the area 
through an appealing image, providing affordable 
housing can be included.

The Old Town Hall also represents an extremely 
valuable resource for hosting cultural events in 
an historic, characterful building in the centre of 
the city. The St Albans Arts (STARTS) organisation 
located in the building also provides a useful 
delivery body for attracting and managing events in 
the main hall of the building. Whilst the room may 
not be suitable for all events, it provides a great 
space for local performance and art groups and it 
would be benefi cial to St Albans to strengthen the 
links between these organisations so that cultural 
network can be established.

Lastly, a festival is suggested later in this section, 
to help to bring St Albans heritage to life, but this 
can also be used to animate the city and can have 
contemporary and interactive elements. Ideas for 
a festival are explored further in the section on St 
Albans’ heritage.

SACDC should:

Establish a festival for the city to animate the • 
streets and raise the profi le of the city.

Host public art and performance in Verulamium • 
Park during the summer, such as open air fi lm 
screenings.

Working with STARTS group, based in the Old • 
Town Hall, to facilitate the hosting of theatre 
and art from local arts groups.

Redevelop a larger art gallery in the city centre, • 
perhaps using an architectural competition to 
create an iconic contemporary building for the 
city.

Refurbish or redevelop the Alban Arena • 
with larger capacity to attract national and 
international acts, and marketing a combined 
offer of theatre and heritage.

Create a piazza on to which the Alban Arena • 
can front, to bring performance into the public 
arena.

Explore further opportunities for using the • 
Abbey as a venue for classical and other 
concerts.

5.3 Culture and leisure
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long as the original fabric of the site was not 
damaged, nor its appearance or setting, and that 
proposed constructions could be reversible and 
distinguishable from the original fabric.

Guided by input from English Heritage, and 
undertaken with detailed historic research and 
integrity in terms of materials reconstruction could 
range from a section of the city, to simply the city 
gates. Such projects would clearly require signifi cant 
amounts of capital funding, and would raise a series 
of questions which would need to be answered 
through City-wide debate.

A new Roman baths in the city - If recreating built 
form in situ proves to be too challenging, a section 
of the city could be recreated close-by. If the roman 
baths, for example, were recreated with integrity 
nearby, and designed to be a fully functioning Roman 
bath experience, a visitor destination with national 
appeal could be created. The popularity of spas as 
visitor destinations give such a proposal scope for 
consideration.

Marking the footprint of the city – The original 
city could also be made more visually apparent by 
marking the footprint of the city using chalk, as was 
done to create White Horse Hill in Oxfordshire. 
This could give people a sense of the city and 
provide an opportunity to ‘walk the streets’ of the 
Roman settlement without requiring the recreation 
of built forms. 

Interpretation techniques – visualisations of 
the city could be provided on clear glass at key 
points around the site, to give an impression to the 
visitor of how the city would appear from different 
angles. If positioned carefully, these perspective 
visualisations could be viewed in conjunction with 

broadening the awareness of St Albans as a cultural 
destination with year round activity. 

We recommend three actions:

• The city explores the opportunity to develop 
a new additional festival built around a theme 
with integrity to the city and its vision for 
the future.  This might be themed around a 
particular aspect of culture and heritage.  It 
presents a tangible project that demonstrates 
how increased support for tourism and cultural 
activities is integral to the City Vision.  The 
potential of events and festivals to build up 
over time needs to be acknowledged.  During 
that period the city should measure progress 
and success, aiming to increase sponsorship and 
support.  Events and festivals can introduce St 
Albans to new audiences and creates a specifi c 
reason to visit that can positively help shape 
and change perceptions of the city.  

• To build on the Roman events offer currently 
available in St Albans.  The city already uses its 
Roman heritage as a theme throughout the 
year for various occasional events including 
Roman re-enactments, legionaries, ‘chariot 
racing’ and food and crafts. Verulamium Park 
acts as a venue during the St Albans Festival as 
well as at other times of the year.  Achieving 
growth on the current level of activity will 
require additional investment to support the 
existing collaboration between the museum 
service, green spaces and parks team and 
tourism team.  Verulamium Park offers the 
potential to host a separate event outside 
of the summer St Albans Festival that could 
provide support to summer weekends or a 
Bank Holiday weekend. 

the chalk marked layout so that the city actually 
appears on the marked streets.

It will be important for any intervention to help 
to tell the story of the Roman settlement and to 
provide greater visual access in some form to this 
incredible heritage of national importance.

Events & Festivals 

Events and festivals offer a good way to raise the 
profi le of the city and generate new and additional 
visits. St Albans will seek to become identifi ed as 
the leading event destination across the North 
London Arc building on the current calendar of 
events through greater promotion and a broadened 
programme of event activity. 

The City Vision seeks to create a more vibrant, 
cultural and event base to the city.  In particular, 
opportunities can be developed by making more 
of the Roman heritage of Verulamium and the 
Christian heritage of the Cathedral and Abbey 
Church. It could draw on local academic links in 
surrounding Universities, including its proximity 
to the ‘Golden Triangle’ research Universities of 
Oxford, Cambridge and London, and could have 
wider educational benefi ts for the local population. 
In the longer term events can be used as a 
trigger for generating increased in-region visitors, 
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• There is also the opportunity to optimise the 
role of niche spiritual tourism including the 
importance of the Cathedral as the site of 
the fi rst British Christian martyr, St Alban. The 
Albantide Procession is a signifi cant feature of 
the summer Festival and more could be made 
of the historic nature of the city. 

To deliver these three actions and maximise the 
economic benefi t St Albans needs:

• to ensure events planning and development 
engage and work with tourism businesses and 
bring the event into the city centre;

• to translate this joint working into commercial 
opportunities for city centre shops, cafes 
and restaurants and visitor accommodation 
by identifying specifi c opportunities to 
develop festival promotions and for individual 
establishments to deliver themed displays or 
hold additional activities; and

• to seek sponsorship for events to augment 
budgets and help expand the extent and nature 
of festival activity.

A particular opportunity is to use the proposed 410 
Festival to strengthen the heritage festival offer and 
as a foothold into wider opportunities for more 
popularist heritage events based around Roman 
Verulamium.  

The 410 Festival is an archaeology, museum and 
heritage project to commemorate 1600 years since 
the departure of the Romans from Britain in 2010. 
The project, supported by the Council, aims to reach 
out to as wide an audience as possible with links to the 
Cultural Olympiad.  While the three main strands to this 
project - academic, educational and public access - and 
promoting a greater understanding of archaeology are 
not targeting visitors directly there are opportunities to 
broaden the audience for the festival.  

SACDC should:

Develop an ambitious and challenging set of • 
proposals for bringing Verulamium to life, which 
can then be explored with heritage bodies. 
These can include proposals suggested in the 
Verulamium Park Conservation Management 
Plan and in those from this section.

Continue to explore options for developing a • 
festival for the city, celebrating the Roman and 
Christian heritage of the city. 

Explore options for commissioning a piece • 
of public art to celebrate the city’s Roman 
heritage.

5.3 Culture and leisure



57Draft St Albans City Vision  |  March 2009

Raising the profi le of St Albans as a tourist 
destination

Tourism is about visitors; the people who come to 
St Albans for either leisure or business purposes 
on a non-regular basis.  Visitors may come to see 
friends and relatives, for a meeting with a business 
located in St Albans or on a discretionary basis, 
choosing this historic city rather than another 
destination for a day out or a short break.   St 
Albans can infl uence discretionary visitors, 
encouraging new people to come to St Albans, to 
stay longer and come back again.

The visitor economy is the total experience; the 
visitor attractions, the visitor accommodation and, 
signifi cantly, the total environment in which these 
activities take place and how that space is presented 
and managed.  The public realm in St Albans is not 
designed and managed exclusively for the benefi t of 
visitors but it is important to consider any different 
needs they might have compared with local regular 
users and residents of the city.  

St Albans has some headline information about 
its visitors but much of its knowledge about 
visitor profi les and visitor activities is anecdotal. 
Consultations and a review of available data suggest 
that currently tourism in St Albans comprises 
predominantly non-discretionary business visits, 
visiting friends and relatives (VFR), leisure day 
visitors attracted by the city’s heritage and retail 
offer and visitors to events and festivals.   

Extremely limited resources means that St Albans 
has so far not been able to pro-actively identify 
and develop its destination potential or undertake 
destination marketing.  Consultations showed 
consensus and enthusiasm for including tourism 
in the vision for St Albans future.  The community 

and the local authority recognise and agree that 
St Albans, as a cathedral city with a rich Roman 
heritage and distinctive leisure shopping, may be 
under performing in the tourism sector.  A cultural 
centre would contribute to that offer and add 
breadth and depth to it.

St Albans is the visitor destination in Hertfordshire 
with arguably the strongest tourism growth 
potential because of its rich heritage, strong 
specialist shopping offer and attractive historic city 
centre.  It also has good rail and road connections 
to other parts of the region and to London.  As 
such, part of the vision for the city’s future should 
be to set the standard for tourism development, 
marketing and management for the County.  

There are a number of key ongoing and immediate 
actions which St Albans need to take.  These actions 
are importing building blocks to realising the 
tourism potential of St Albans. 

Valuing and investing in market intelligence – 
St Albans needs to prioritise developing a better 
understanding of who visits St Albans now.  In 
particular the city needs to understand the 
motivation of its visitors, their opinion of the city, 
their interests and their patterns of visiting.  This 
information will assist in planning tactical marketing 
and promotional activity in the immediate future.  It 
will feed into longer term planning including building 
up a more detailed picture of target markets. 

Developing a 5 year Tourism Strategy and 
Action Plan – St Albans should develop a tourism 
strategy which provides a framework and rationale 
for future investment in tourism.  This tourism 
strategy will sit beneath the City Vision as a delivery 

tool for tourism.  The strategy will include a clear 
identifi cation of target market segments and the 
investment that needs to be made to the product 
offer and to the total visitor experience to meet 
the needs of these markets.  It will also set out 
marketing priorities and media.  It will identify the 
scale and nature of people and funding resources 
required. The process of developing the tourism 
strategy should be designed to help engender joint 
working, building on what has been achieved to 
date, including through the development of this 
City Vision.  The strategy will have an accompanying 
action plan set within a prioritised timeline.  This 
will include indicative budgets for key tasks, identify 
methods to measure progress and to evaluate 
success.  The action plan will identify lead roles for 
partners.  

Putting staff and delivery funding in place 
to deliver the plan – St Albans commitment 
to tourism needs to include allocating fi nancial 
resources commensurate with the scale of 
ambition for the city.  A balance needs to be struck 
between what is desirable and what is achievable. 
Any tourism strategy would need to work closely 
with the local authority and the industry to help 
achieve that and look at how resources can be 
maximised through working in partnership with 
other destinations, with the County and with the 
region more widely to make marketing budgets go 
further and through reinforcing key messages to 
target audiences and sharing market intelligence.  
The new Butterfl y World is an exciting opportunity 
to attract additional visitors into the city centre but 
will only be successful through close planning and 
collaboration takes place with the visitor attraction.    

Target Visitor Markets

The direct value of tourism to the local economy 
is created by visitor spend.  Different types of 
visitor offer higher spend opportunities than others.  
Maximising the potential of that spend is reliant 
on developing, presenting and packaging a visitor 
experience that offers what target markets want, 
when they want.  

Culture and heritage and festivals are key target 
themes for tourism in the East of England. There are 
opportunities to strengthen links within the region 
to add value to the St Albans proposition.  

Culture and heritage have a strong appeal to older 
professional couples from higher socio-economic 
groups travelling independently or on special 
interest group visits.  This is a growing market 
segment but a hugely competitive one with every 
destination targeting these visitors. St Albans needs 
to target its own promotion carefully to ensure a 
good return on its investment.  We recommend 
that St Albans commissions detailed market 
segmentation work to pinpoint more precisely 
where the real opportunities lie.  Ideally, this work 
will be undertaken to coincide with developing the 
tourism strategy, so each piece of work informs the 
other.  
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We recommend St Albans takes a three stage 
approach to developing its tourism markets.

Stage 1 – focus on developing the potential of 
existing visitors including those visiting the city 
variously for its heritage, leisure shopping and for 
festivals and events.  Key actions are:

• To develop a better understanding of the 
profi le and activities of existing markets by 
undertaking visitor surveys throughout the year 
within the city centre

• To use this intelligence to inform product 
investment priorities and to help develop 
targeted marketing and promotional activity 
working in partnership with the tourism 
industry and retailers to encourage new and 
repeat day visitors and to extend the length of 
stay 

Stage 2 -  develop in-region visitors for day trips 
and overnight stays.  St Albans has a potential 
visitor base of a considerable size within the East of 
England region.  Key actions:

• To identify combinations of products and 
experiences and to develop marketing and 
promotional activity around the heritage, 
shopping, eating out and events and festivals 
offer 

• To evolve and develop these opportunities 
overtime and as the City Vision is rolled out, 
using the delivery of key culture and heritage 
projects as triggers for new promotional 
actions.  In particular focusing on developing 
the overnight market assuming growth in 
numbers of bedspaces. 

• To use the new Butterfl y World attraction as a 
particular opportunity working closely with the 
attraction to achieve two venue visits. 

Stage 3 – extend the market reach for short 
breaks – competition, ease of access and market fi t 
will determine the priority geographical locations 
over time.  Monitoring and evaluation of marketing 
activity will inform priorities and help determine 
target locations that offer the strongest potential 
and the greatest return on investment.  Key to 
achieving potential is:

• To explore opportunities to work more 
effectively with other parts of the region 
to offer a critical mass of product of 
comparative quality and to maximise the 
customer relationship marketing through the 
development of a tourism site for St Albans and 
by linking up with Visit East of England site.

St Albans should make more of PR which creates a 
way of getting key messages out to target audiences 
for little or no cost.  It can be instigated at short 
notice. 

Building on Success and Improving the Offer

Delivering the marketing promise is essential to 
build up image, reputation and help to generate 
repeat trips.  Three specifi c opportunities have 
been identifi ed for focus and product investment 
in the short to medium term: events and festivals, 
improving the legibility of the city and its heritage 
and growing bed capacity to grow the short-break 
market.

SACDC should:

Build up a body of evidence regarding the • 
type of visitors to St Albans now and their 
motivations for visiting, to inform a strategic 
approach for attracting visitors.

Consider the development of a fi ve-year • 
tourism strategy.

Explore methods of increasing delivery funding • 
and staff training.

Identify cross-theme uses which can help • 
support the development of the visitor 
economy, including shops, restaurants, the 
heritage offer and festival.

Ensure strong communication with Butterfl y • 
World.

Explore opportunities for working with other • 
parts of the region to maximise the benefi t of 
marketing funding for the city.

5.3 Culture and leisure
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Opportunity for a cinema in the city

St Albans has been without a cinema for a good 
number of years and during consultation, this was 
repeatedly identifi ed as a desirable use for the city. 
Providing a cinema would also help to address 
another key issue which emerged during the 
consultation for the project, which is to improve 
the facilities and activities available for young people 
in the area.

Proposals for a cinema have been put forward in 
the past, including the refurbishment of the former 
cinema on London Road and the development of 
a multiplex style cinema on the civic centre site. 
To date, none of these proposals have proved to 
be feasible, and the multiplex option also met with 
some opposition in terms of scale and massing.

There is no doubt that providing a cinema in St 
Albans will be challenging, but a city of St Albans’ 
size and status should certainly have cinema facilities 
for its community. In addition to this, providing a 
cinema in the centre of the city will support activity 
in the evening and provide an alternative evening 
economy use to alcohol based activities. It can also 
attract visitors from the surrounding area, which 
can bring benefi ts to St Albans through linked 
shopping trips. 

Costs for small cinemas have been prohibitively 
expensive for a number of years, but with changes 
to the way in which fi lms are distributed and 
screened currently underway, this situation could 
improve. Traditional 35mm equipment has shifted 
to DVD format recently, and a shift is again likely 
over the coming years to digital projection. This 
format has an expensive initial outlay but does not 
have the associated high costs of fi lm rental from 

a supplier. St Albans could be in a position to be at 
the forefront of this new technology.

There are a number of cinema models, covering 
differing scales, and all will be considered during 
the masterplanning stage of the project. The key 
issues and fi nancial considerations for each are 
set out in the table opposite. The favoured format 
for a cinema would be small, independent cinema 
which could locate in the centre of the city without 
causing issues relating to scale and massing. It is 
envisaged that the cinema could have a café at 
the ground fl oor to provide active frontage and 
animation to the street. 

In addition to these options, a further community 
model has been pioneered by a number of small 
cinemas across the country, including the Wotton 
Electric Picture House in Wotton-Under-Edge, 
Gloucestershire and the Qube in Owestry, 
Shropshire.

Scale/Size Key Characteristics Financial Considerations

Small/
boutique:1 – 3 
screens

Typically regional rather than national 
providers

Parking desirable but not always necessary

Can offer a range of showings not just 
mainstream e.g. arthouse

Digital technology is important

Typical operators – City Screens, Everyman, 
Reel Cinemas

May take ‘alternative/existing buildings’ and 
refurbish for use

Prefer town/city centres

Financial deals vary considerably from 
those who pay a rent with no premium/
subsidy, to those who do.  Sometimes rent 
is based on turnover

Often weaker covenants can present higher 
risk

Some small scale cinemas are currently 
expanding e.g. Everyman

Can be co-located with other community 
uses

May not operate 7 days per week

Medium: 4 
– 7 screens 
–(circa 15,000 
– 25,000 sq. 
ft. for cinema 
only)

Require parking, and not confl icting with 
other uses at peak times although cross use 
can be acceptable

Almost always developed with other leisure 
related uses (restaurants/cafés)

Generally prefer town/city centre locations

Mainstream fi lm showings

Visibility important

New build

Typical operators – Apollo, Cine UK, Vue

Cinema operator heavily subsidised c. £1m 
- £2.5m cross subsidy

Rent often below market value c. £7.50 - 
£9.50 psf.

Cinema usually developed alongside other 
major uses to fund (typically) unviable 
leisure element e.g. residential, foodstore 
etc.

Some operators in this category only target 
towns of a certain scale.  e.g. Apollo

Usually quite challenging to deliver in 
fi nancial terms

Large/
multiplex: 
8+ screens  
(25,000 sq. 
ft+ for cinema 
only).

Always require signifi cant adjacent parking

Viability important

Developed with other leisure uses – bowling 
alleys, bingo halls, nightclubs, casinos, 
restaurants, cafés, bars etc.

Large sites required to create suffi cient 
critical mass

Visibility important

New build

Tendency to be edge of/out of town

Typical operators – Vue, Cineworld

Subsidies to operators dependent on 
scheme mix

Rents likely to be closer to open market 
value

Can be viable without other cross funding 
uses

Low value sites are key to delivery – hence 
town centre locations not preferred
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Hotel development opportunities in St 
Albans  

For St Albans to maximise the economic potential 
of tourism it needs to deliver additional bed 
spaces that meet the needs of target markets.  If 
St Albans achieves growth in tourism overall, hotel 
development will follow.  What is key is to plan that 
process as far as possible to achieve the desired 
outcomes.  Not all visitor beds have the same value 
to St Albans.   

Investment in hotels tends to follow increases in 
economic activity for business and leisure tourism.  
The proposed edge of town development for a 2 
and 4 star hotel is likely to have been triggered by 
the new Butterfl y World attraction and is a good 
example of this investment pattern.  

Successful enhancements can also encourage 
existing operators to reinvest and refurbish 
accommodation in order to raise the quality 
of their offer to meet new competition or to 
transfer ownership or branding.  So there are also 
evolutionary achievements to be gained from long 
term visioning and regeneration. 

Masterplans offer local authorities an important 
opportunity to infl uence the type of hotel 
development that takes place where they are in 
ownership of the land.  This is not the case in 
St Albans, so the city is reliant on its strategic 
activity to infl uence market forces.  A good inward 
investment communications strategy has a key role 
to play here. 

St Albans is part of the fi rst wave of a new trend for 
enhancements in historic cities that also includes 
Chester, Lincoln, Salisbury and Durham. The visitor 
economy is an important sector to help deliver 
the visions in these places because it is already an 
established sector.  St Albans has yet to establish 
a foothold in this market and will be competing 
for hotel developer interest with larger historic 
cities with more established visitor profi les.  Hotel 
developers have been quick to respond to the 
enhancement of historic towns by investing in new 
hotels, in particular boutique hotel chains that 
recognise the strong alignment between the values 
of historic cities and their brand.  

City centre full-service hotels, (that is those that 
offer not only beds but also meeting rooms and 
conference facilities and possibly a restaurant open 
to non-residents), tend to generate higher direct 
economic impacts compared to budget hotels. 
They may also play a key part in attracting other 
leisure, commercial and residential investors, in part 
because their brand association helps reposition 
the destination in the mind of the consumer and 
investor.

In St Albans there is a need to take a two phased 
approach:

Short term opportunity – interest exists from a 
hotel provider for a 2 and 4 star hotel development 
on the edge of the city close to the planned 
Butterfl y World site. 

The proposal is an excellent opportunity to realise 
dedicated conference facilities, enabling St Albans to 
offer a better and enhanced business tourism offer 
for the region.  It also presents an opportunity to 
support transport objectives with proposals for the 
inclusion of a park and ride base with a link into the 
city centre as part of the development.  

Experience elsewhere shows that easy public 
transport routes between attractions, hotels and 
the city centre is essential to encourage visitors 
to travel between facilities.  The Council should 
regard the park and ride element as integral to the 
development.  Clearly, there is a revenue cost to the 
city in running that service.

Hotel provision within the city centre is considered 
to bring greater value for St Albans and the 
proposed hotel site is on greenbelt land, though 
adjacent to roads and developed land on all sides.

However, hotel and conference facilities are both in 
high demand and active provider interest presents a 
means of achieving this. Potential coordination with 
Butterfl y World and public transport facilities bring 
additional value for the proposal.

Longer term – attracting a boutique or town 
house hotel into the city centre.  Success will 
be inter-dependent on growing the size of the 
overnight leisure and business tourism market and 
diversifying the offer.             

5.3 Culture and leisure




