
Local partnership working for 
a vibrant night time economy
A survey of senior councillors and  
officers in English local government 
October 2018



1LGiU | Local partnership working for a vibrant night time economy

Contents

Forewords  2

Introduction  3

1. Why the night time economy is now  
    a key issue for councils  6

2. Where we’re at: the local view  8

3. Looking ahead: vision and strategy  10

4. Moving from challenge to opportunity  12

Conclusion  13



2LGiU | Local partnership working for a vibrant night time economy

Forewords

A central feature of the Portman Group’s work is to actively 
promote and encourage social responsibility amongst alcohol 
producers and retailers. The Local Alcohol Partnership 
Group (LAPG), convened and led by the Portman Group, was 
established to bring together various organisations and initiatives 
that operate in the night time economy to reduce alcohol harm. 
LAPG works in partnership with the police, businesses, local 
authorities and other stakeholders to make the night time 
economy safer, more inclusive and more sustainable.

The findings of this survey reflect what we see on the ground; the night time economy is 
widely seen as a valuable part of the social and economic fabric of an area, partnership 
working is crucial to creating a vibrant and safe night time economy, and there is more 
to do to share best practice as we seek to reduce harm and create a vibrant and safe 
experience for everyone.

With a range of cost pressures on retailers, high streets and town centres are changing. 
They need a strong sense of place, a clear identity and a diverse leisure and hospitality 
offer to keep attracting visitors. The time is ripe for a dedicated national policy to 
help local authorities put in place strategies to develop thriving night time economies. 
Improving models of partnership working between local stakeholders is critical if these 
strategies are to be effective. Their success could play a key role in enabling us to 
revive our much-loved high streets and town centres while also boosting the local 
economy.

John Timothy,  
Chief Executive of Portman Group

Across the country, councils are pioneering ambitious night time 
economy strategies that work for their local community, bringing 
jobs, leisure and tourism. It is a testament to the foresight and 
vision of those people leading local authorities that the night time 
economy has been embraced as an untapped opportunity rather 
than simply a challenge to be managed. 

Our research demonstrates that councils have a sophisticated 
understanding of their local context and are already delivering on 
bold strategies based on local priorities for the future. The high 

street is undergoing a period of rapid evolution and councils are well positioned to steer 
this change in a locally sensitive and positive way.

Jonathan Carr-West 
Chief Executive of LGiU
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Introduction

The night time economy is becoming a central part of the future of the UK 
high street, as bars, restaurants and clubs take over retail premises and new 
options for evening entertainment spring up across the country. In an age of 
remote communication, long distance commuting and online retail, the face 
of the traditional ‘town centre’ is rapidly changing. To make sure this change 
is a positive one that benefits the local community and economy we must 
urgently turn our attention to reinvigorating these public spaces.

Councils are at the forefront of this future-planning. An attractive night time economy 
makes sense for councils in these straitened financial circumstances – having 
experienced a 40 per cent decline in funding since 2010 – as they will soon become 
more reliant on their local business rate income to fund vital services. Supporting the 
local economy is now a major area of work for councils.

Far from being seen as an unwelcome drain on council resources, councils are leading 
the way in developing night time economy strategies that recognise the immense 
opportunity for local people, businesses and council finances. A robust night time 
economy strategy helps to minimise problematic behaviour such as violence and 
intoxication, and instead fosters an inclusive, diverse environment for locals and visitors 
to enjoy in a safe and healthy way. It can reduce costs, boost business rate income, 
improve community wellbeing and create jobs.

But they can’t achieve this in isolation. Local authorities are pioneering collaborative 
approaches with the police, health services, businesses, local charities and others. 
Through this partnership working many areas have succeeded in drastically reducing 
emergency hospital admissions and crime, and have encouraged local businesses 
and community groups to offer new evening and night time activities such as late night 
shopping and museum entry, street food markets and comedy evenings.

To help shed light on this important area, LGiU and Portman Group conducted a survey 
of over 100 council leaders, cabinet members, chief officers and service directors in 
English local authorities on their approach to managing the evening and night time 
economy. The survey was undertaken to determine how local government views their 
local night time economy, the particular local challenges they face and who takes the 
lead on this policy area within the council.

The research also looked at how this strategy fits in with other local government 
challenges such as health and economy, particularly in light of councils’ difficult financial 
circumstances and the evolution of the high street.

Finally, because partnership working was identified as such an integral part of delivering 
a successful night time economy, we ask how central government can best support 
councils in this space. This is timely in policy terms as the second Home Office Local 
Alcohol Action Area programme, which is a programme aiming to help 33 areas in the 
country to reduce alcohol harm and generate economic growth through partnership 
working with police, local authorities and other stakeholders, is due to come to an end in 
January 2019. The government is also launching a new alcohol strategy next year.
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About the survey
The survey ran for one month, between 17th July and 15th August 2018, and 
was sent to key decision makers within English local government – council 
leaders, chief executives, service directors and cabinet members. We received 
111 responses covering all English regions and 91 councils (5 Counties; 45 
Districts; 18 Unitaries; 8 London Boroughs; 15 Metropolitan Unitaries). Seventy 
per cent of respondents were senior officers and the remaining 30 per cent 
were councillors (lead members or leaders). Analysis was conducted through 
September 2018.
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Three quarters (74%) of councils see developing their night time economy as ‘a key 
priority’ or ‘important’

Three quarters (75%) of councils say they would welcome national level policy to 
facilitate the sharing of best practice and information

Partnership working is essential in supporting a vibrant night time economy, say 8 in 10 
councils (79%), with local businesses (95%) and the police (93%) named as key partners 
by most councils

Only 1 in 5 (22%) councils have a dedicated night time economy strategy; but of those that 
do, many are planning for the longterm – half say their strategy looks 4+ years ahead 

9 in 10 councils (88%) treat their area’s night time economy as a way of supporting local 
businesses and job creation; and 7 in 10 (74%) see it as a way of attracting new people to 
the area

Antisocial behaviour and crime is a major issue in the night time economy, with three 
quarters of councils (72%) placing it in their top three challenges

Almost all councils (92%) believe that the night time economy will play an important role 
in preventing the decline of high street retail

Key Findings
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Our night time economy is...
(Q: How does your council see the night time economy? Choose max three options)

1. Why the night time economy is now a key 
issue for councils
Councils are feeling the effects of 10 years of budget cuts and are also 
preparing for a future in which they become more reliant on the income 
collected through local business rates. At the same time, traditional retailers 
are leaving the high street in droves as shopping moves increasingly online, 
leaving behind many vacant commercial units.

With fewer town centre retailers to pay business 
rates, on which councils increasingly rely to fund vital 
community services, many authorities are taking 
urgent action to re-invigorate their town centre as a 
destination for evening and night time entertainment, 
with bars, restaurants, pubs and clubs to attract 
visitors, create jobs and fill the empty plots.

The survey found that three quarters (74%) of councils 
see developing their night time economy as ‘a key 
priority’ (25%) or ‘important’ (49%); while a third (35%) 
see it as a challenging area that is nonetheless worth 
the attention. There are very few councils that do not 
see the night time economy as something they are 
actively focusing on: only five per cent said it was not 
a priority and only two per cent see it as a drain on 
council resources.

Three quarters 
of councils say 
developing their night 
time economy is ‘a key 
priority’ or ‘important’

Almost all councils 
think the night time 
economy will play 
an important role 
in preventing the 
decline of high  
street retail
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Almost all councils (92%) believe that the night 
time economy will play an important role in 
preventing the decline of high street retail; and 
over three quarters (77%) believe that investing 
in the night time economy will become more 
important as councils become more reliant on 
business rates income.

With this in mind, it follows that nine out of ten 
councils (88%) said they treat their area’s night time economy as a way of supporting 
local businesses and job creation, while seven in ten (74%) see it as a way of attracting 
new people to the area.

Three quarters think the 
night time economy will 
become more important 
with the transition to  
100 per cent Business 
Rate Retention



8LGiU | Local partnership working for a vibrant night time economy

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80

Underage drinking

Medical emergencies and hospital admissions

Tra�c congestion / overcrowding

Patrons becoming vulnerable due to being drunk

Illeagal drug use

Lack of transport links

Street cleaning and environment

Lack of a diverse o�er of alternative leisure

Anti social behaviour and crime 72%

6%

7%

7%

18%

20%

31%

51%

39%

Our council’s biggest night time economy challenges
(Q: What are the main challenges your area faces in managing the evening and night time economy? 
Choose top three)

2. Where we’re at: the local view

The night time economy landscape varies widely across the country, from 
urban areas with problems of noise complaints and congestion, to rural 
districts with a few small town centres with a limited selection of activities 
for locals.

Pleasingly, a fifth (22%) of councils report that their area already has a wide range of 
evening and night time activities on offer, including many which don’t revolve around 
alcohol. A quarter (25%) say their area’s nightlife attracts visitors from elsewhere, but 
that most activities involve alcohol; and around half (45%) say that their night time 
economy offer draws mainly local people. Meanwhile, in a few areas (8%) councils 
report that there is little on offer except down market pubs and that the town centre is 
seen as antisocial and intimidating.

Respondents had a firm grasp of the specific challenges facing their local night time 
economy. Antisocial behaviour and crime came top of the list, with three quarters of 
councils (72%) naming it in their top three challenges within the night-time economy. 
Another common challenge was a lack of a diverse offer of alternative leisure options, 
with half (51%) putting it their top three challenges. Around a third of councils cited 
street cleaning and environment (39%) and a lack of transport links (31%) in their top 
three challenges.

Interestingly, challenges surrounding 
health and wellbeing featured less 
prominently in respondents’ top three. 
Illegal drug use was a top issue for 20 
per cent of councils; patrons becoming 
vulnerable due to intoxication for 
18 per cent; medical emergencies and hospital admissions for seven per cent; and 
underage drinking for seven per cent. Only a third (28%) saw the night time economy as 
a way of achieving their public health and wellbeing goals (compared with 88 per cent 
who saw it as a way of helping businesses and creating jobs).

79% “Partnership working is 
essential – we would struggle to 
deliver our night time economy 
aims without close partnership 
working and joint strategies.”
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Key council partners in delivering a successful night time economy
(Q: Which are your council’s key partners in supporting your area’s night time economy? Tick all that apply)

The biggest priority for improving the night time economy was encouraging activities 
and venues that appeal to a wide range of people, with half (51%) of councils citing it as 
their top priority. Second in the priority ranking was making sure people feel safe in the 
town centre with a third (36%) of councils placing it at the top, while supporting healthy 
behaviour within the night time economy was the top priority for only eight per cent.

Partnership working was considered essential to delivering a successful night time 
economy according to 8 in 10 councils (79%), with only two per cent believing that 
they work fine independently. Local businesses (95%) and the Police (93%) were 
named as key partners by almost all councils, while local health services (49%) and 
Business Improvement Districts (49%) were named by half of councils. However, only 
11 per cent of councils saw central government as a key partner in supporting their 
night time economy.
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No
78%

Yes
22%

Does your council have a 
dedicated night time 
economy strategy?

3. Looking ahead: vision and strategy

All councils are involved with the management of their local night time 
economy to some degree through the day-to-day operations of several 
service areas, including planning, licensing, street cleaning, transport and 
trading standards. However, we wanted to explore how councils see the 
night time economy fitting into the wider vision for their area and exactly how 
they are setting about implementing their ideas. We found that councils have 
a clearly articulated vision for their night time economy, informed by deep 
understanding of the local context and the relationship with other key aims 
such as job creation and inclusivity.

We asked councils to sum up their future vision for the night time economy. Many 
common themes emerged summarised neatly by one respondent: ‘Diverse, 
accessible, safe, vibrant and affordable’.

‘Vibrant’, ‘buzzing’ and ‘appealing to all ages’ was the overriding consensus, with 
many councils particularly keen to create an environment in which families feel safe 
to stay into the evening. Many also hoped for a better ‘mix of quality venues’ and a 
‘wider cultural offer’ that is ‘affordable’ and ‘not alcohol dependent’. They would 
like to see ‘increased footfall and spend in town centres’, ‘thriving businesses’ 
and ‘good quality, secure job opportunities for local residents’, while balancing the 
needs of city centre residents.

‘Safety’ was commonly mentioned as a necessary foundation for a vibrant night time 
economy, envisioning ‘improved pedestrian links’, ‘well lit streets’ and a ‘visible 
police presence’. This would be helped by ‘good partnerships with venues’ with ‘all 
staff trained in responsible alcohol retailing’ to ‘encourage a healthier approach’.

Councils are taking a hands-on approach to managing their town centres, in many cases 
proactively trying to facilitate a transition between daytime and night time activities. 
Almost two thirds (59%) have considered facilitating partnerships between local shops, 
restaurants, venues and transport providers such as special offers and coordinated 
campaigns. Around half have considered 
organising late night shopping evenings (49%) 
or initiatives to promote inclusivity such as 
night markets and activity evenings in cafés 
(45%). Over a third have considered reducing 
parking charges (43%) and making proactive 
use of planning powers to encourage a 
diverse range of activities (40%).

Other ideas that respondents brought up 
include cultural performances, improving 
public transit options and facilitating 
discounts on evening activities for day time 
economy customers.

We were interested to know how councils 
were planning for the future of their night time 
economy on a strategic level. Although most 
of them have clearly formed ambitions, the 
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Does the strategy cover the 
transition from the daytime 
and evening economy
into the night time?

Yes
62%

Not
sure
27%

No
11%

survey found that only one in five (22%) councils currently has a dedicated  
night time economy strategy. Of these 
councils, many are planning for the longterm, 
with half (50%) saying their strategy looks 
ahead four or more years. Two thirds (62%) 
of these councils say the strategy explicitly 
addresses the transition from daytime to 
evening and night time; 12 per cent say it 
doesn’t and 27 per cent weren’t sure.

The person responsible for leading on the 
night time economy strategy at a political 
level varies widely between councils but the 
lead member for economy/regeneration/
business was the most common choice (29% 
of councils) followed by it being a joint effort by 
several portfolio holders (25%). None surveyed 
had a named ‘night time economy champion’ 
or equivalent within their council. Awareness 
of the strategy also tends to be high among 
staff and councillors; in three quarters (78%) 
of councils most staff know the strategy exists 
and in a third (33%), most staff also have a good understanding of the details.

For the other 78 per cent of councils that do not currently have a dedicated night time 
economy strategy, we were pleased to hear that a third (36%) have plans to draw one 
up soon.
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4. Moving from challenge to opportunity

With a clearer view of the current context surrounding the night time 
economy within local government – local priorities and strategies – what 
does this mean for future policy? Councils across the country already have a 
clear vision for their area and are forging ahead with innovative schemes and 
cross-sector partnerships. How can we build on and share current practice 
to best support local government in the future?

A stronger focus on health and wellbeing

There seems to be an opportunity to bring health and wellbeing goals further into 
councils’ night time economy plans; although half (49%) said health services were a key 
partner in this space, we would expect that to be higher if the opportunities were to be 
truly maximized.

Supporting councils to create a dedicated night time economy 
strategy…

Of those councils without a dedicated night time economy strategy, a third (36%) have 
plans to draw one up soon so there is scope to support these councils by sharing best 
practice within the sector. Similarly, we could engage with those councils which have no 
current plans to create a night time economy strategy to see if shared learnings could 
benefit them.

…or to expand on an existing strategy

Within councils that already have a dedicated night time economy strategy, a fifth (22%) 
said that only those who work directly on this policy area know the strategy exists. 
Similarly, for 12 per cent of these councils the strategy doesn’t cover the transition from 
daytime to evening and night, while for half (50%) the strategy looks ahead less than 
four years. Sharing best practice could help councils fill the gaps in their strategy to 
make them more robust.

Broadening the range of partners

Although many councils already work closely with local businesses, the police, local 
health services and BIDs, there is scope for closer partnership working with other 
groups such as charities (identified by 34 per cent as a key partner), universities (28%), 
LEPs (20%), other local authorities (17%) and central government (11%).

Introducing a national framework for partnership working

Three quarters (75%) of councils say they would welcome national level policy to 
facilitate the sharing of best practice and information, and almost two thirds (58%) would 
welcome a national policy framework for partnership working in the night time economy.
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Conclusion

A well managed night time economy brings a huge range of benefits to the local 
community and the area’s economy, as councils across the country have already 
recognised in their work. And with the rapidly changing high street landscape, there is a 
renewed urgency in ensuring the night time economy works for everyone.

Luckily local government is already leading the way in this policy area. The survey 
results demonstrate that councils have a sophisticated and nuanced understanding of 
their local context and ambitious plans for the future, especially around economic growth 
and job creation. There are established partnerships between other agencies and there 
is a high level of awareness among council staff of the night time economy goals.

Citizens are increasingly concerned about the future of their town centres, often the 
heart of their communities, and do not want to see their local areas become unwelcome 
and intimidating. Councils must be empowered to take an active role in re-shaping their 
civic spaces for the benefit, rather than the detriment, of their communities who rely on 
their high streets for employment, leisure and shopping.

The findings were remarkably uniform across the country, suggesting that councils are 
facing similar challenges despite working in different local contexts, and could therefore 
benefit from sharing their experiences across the sector in a more structured way. There 
is appetite for national level policy to enable this sharing of best practice and relevant 
information.

The partnership working arrangements seen across local government has produced 
incredible results and is an exemplary case study for other sectors and agencies 
wishing to work effectively in partnership arrangements. Many would also welcome a 
national framework to facilitate cross-agency partnership working.

Councillors and officers across the country are pioneering innovative solutions to 
these current challenges and delivering excellent results for their residents. For UK 
policymakers working on re-shaping the high street for the future, local government 
already has the answers you need!
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Report author: Jennifer Glover, LGiU

About LGiU

LGiU is the largest independent local authority membership organisation in the country. 
We provide unrivalled practical support to our member councils and an uncompromising 
advocacy for local government and services that are designed and delivered in the 
communities that need them.

We are a not-for-profit membership organisation and think tank. We work for local 
authorities and with local authorities helping them to serve their citizens more effectively. 
We provide the information and support that officers and councillors need everyday. 
We work with our members to turn the best new innovative ideas into the real solutions 
needed to provide sustainable services in the future.

lgiu.org.uk

About Portman Group

The Portman Group is the social responsibility body for alcohol producers in the UK. 
We regulate the promotion and packaging of alcoholic drinks sold or marketed in the 
UK; challenge and encourage the industry to market its products responsibly; and 
lead on best practice in alcohol corporate social responsibility. We facilitate the Local 
Alcohol Partnerships Group (LAPG), which is a collaboration between a range of 
partnership schemes to maximise their impact on reducing alcohol related harm in local 
communities and diversifying the night time economy.

portmangroup.org.uk

LGiU
Third Floor,  
251 Pentonville Road,  
London N1 9NG 
020 7554 2800 
info@lgiu.org.uk 
www.lgiu.org.uk
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