
96 Church Walk, Burgess Hill, West Sussex, RH15 9AS 

www.burgesshill.gov.uk 

Telephone: 01444 247726 
Fax: 01444 233707 

Email: council@burgesshill.gov.uk 

The Chief Executive 
Mid Sussex District Council 
Kathryn.Hall@midsussex.gov.uk 

1 December 2021 
Dear Kathryn 

MARTLETS REGENERATION 

My Council was disappointed to hear that the bid to the Levelling Up Fund was 
unsuccessful. We realise that a further bid will be made but there is no guarantee of 
success and in the meantime Burgess Hill residents are expected to accept what has 
now become an unacceptable situation at the Martlets Shopping Centre. The centre 
is in poor shape and a blight on the town in both aesthetic and environmental terms. 
There is no certainty of redevelopment happening if a second bid is unsuccessful. If it 
is successful then the earliest any redevelopment will start, under the consented 
planning application (“the consented scheme”), is likely to be mid-2023.  

I attach a report (appendix 1) which sets out the economic, environmental and 
community positions affected by the Martlets’ current condition. It is clear that the 
Martlets fails dismally to meet the strategic objectives of both the District Plan and 
our Neighbourhood Plan. 

My Council has considered the current situation and took the resolution set out in 
appendix 2. As officers it falls upon us to deliver and manage the expectations of 
both our public and council. Allow me therefore to set out possible solutions to the 
situation we find ourselves in. 

Meanwhile Lease: 
I acknowledge that we were previously unable to find a suitable solution to the 
unsightly space left behind following the demolition of the Martlets hall and library. 
We also see the need for ITV (or their agents) to use this area albeit that parking 
their vehicles does little to enhance the area for the benefit of anyone in Burgess Hill.  
I recently wrote to Peter Stuart asking that he review our proposal and he agreed to 
do so. Perhaps we could be granted a lease which will enable the town council to 
share the area with ITV. One suggestion is to create a mobile garden which can be 
moved to the side when ITV need the site. By mobile I mean plants on wheels and 
raised beds (troughs) around the edge. We also ask that the ugly metal fencing be 
replaced with hoarding that is more aesthetically pleasing to people using this 
gateway to the town. 

Aesthetic and environmental improvement: 
I understand that the lease MSDC has with New River Retail is a fully repairing lease. 
While both the centre manager and the town council have taken positive steps to lure 
tenants to the area, it is impossible to attract any tenant to some of the properties 
because of the state of dilapidation. I invite you and your officers to accompany me  
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on an inspection of these properties.  It is important that we fill these units for a 
variety of obvious reasons. Apart from attracting customers back to the town centre, 
new businesses with employment opportunities will be created and of course there is 
the possibility of business rates being levied by MSDC. I should point out that 
Burgess Hill now has more empty units than either Haywards Heath or East 
Grinstead. We are far away from the fanfare and front page headlines made back in 
2015/16 when the redevelopment was announced. There are however, prospective 
tenants who have expressed an interest in acquiring premises but the state of repair 
is such that they cannot take this interest further. 
 
Financial Grant: 
The 2016 planning consent formed the basis for the removal of the Martlets hall and 
library. It is unlikely that either the 2016 or the 2020 planning application will ever 
reach fruition. The market has changed significantly and the chances of a 10 screen 
cinema or Hollywood Bowl are remote. The only project which is real and which will 
restore an element of community vitality to Burgess Hill is the town council’s Beehive 
project. This fits in with the objectives of both the District Plan and our 
Neighbourhood Plan.  
 
The application for Levelling Up Funds meant that 20% of the value of a private 
development costing around £50million (ie £10million) would have come from public 
funds. Based on this and the cost of the Beehive which is around £5million, we 
believe that it is not unreasonable to ask for a contribution of £750,000 from New 
River or MSDC given that NRR has already contributed £250,000 (though not to the 
Beehive). The benefit to NRR is that the Beehive will create footfall which means 
more people in the centre of town and therefore opportunity for restaurants and the 
like. It further relieves them of the pressure to find entertainment providers.   
 
There remains an amount of £117k from the £250k NRR contribution which is 
unspent and has been transferred to MSDC reserves. There are various initiatives 
which we would like to put forward which would support the local economy, 
environmental and social needs and which would benefit from this funding. We would 
appreciate an opportunity to share these with you. 
 

 Whilst we cannot blame New River or MSDC for the economic situation, Burgess Hill 
does deserve better.   
 



 

  
 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 

96 Church Walk, Burgess Hill, West Sussex, RH15 9AS 

www.burgesshill.gov.uk 

Telephone: 01444 247726 
Fax: 01444 233707 

Email: council@burgesshill.gov.uk  

 My Council would like to invite representatives of MSDC and New River to a meeting 
with the Town Council to discuss what I have set out above and to see how best the 
situation in our town centre can be improved. Rather than a virtual meeting might I 
suggest an on-site meeting to enable us to point out issues mentioned? 

 
  

Yours sincerely 
 
Steven Cridland 
Chief Executive Officer 
 



 

 

THE MARTLETS SHOPPING CENTRE 

THE DISTRICT PLAN CONTEXT 

The Mid Sussex District Plan is based on the vision for the district, set out in the ‘Mid Sussex Sustainable 

Communities Strategy which is for: 

“A thriving and attractive District, a desirable place to live, work and visit. Our aim is to maintain, and 

where possible, improve the social, economic and environmental well-being of our District and the 

quality of life for all, now and in the future.” 

The four priority themes that promote the development of sustainable communities are: 

 Protecting and enhancing the environment 

 Promoting economic vitality 

 Ensuring cohesive and safe communities; and, 

 Supporting healthy lifestyles. 

The Strategic Objectives of the District Plan expands on the vision for sustainable development with 

outcomes that:  

 Promote a place which is attractive to a full range of businesses, and where local enterprise 

thrives. 

 Create and maintain town centres that are vibrant, attractive, and successful. 

 lead to safe and socially inclusive places. 

 support the local economy; and 

 create places that encourage a healthy and enjoyable lifestyle by the provision of first class 

cultural and sporting facilities. 

DP2 states the “Council supports the regeneration and renewal of the three key town centres of Burgess 

Hill, East Grinstead and Haywards Heath. The town centres provide a range of shops and other facilities 

which play a key role in serving each town and the surrounding villages and rural areas.” 

DP7 references the vision and objectives of the Burgess Hill Town Wide Strategy (BHTWS) which includes 

the objective of providing “a better town centre with a greater range of shops and a more attractive 

pedestrian environment.” The BHTWS also references potential infrastructure projects which includes the 

provision of “arts and community facilities”.  These projects are included in the ‘Made’ Burgess Hill 

Neighbourhood Plan where a new arts and community facility is specifically identified for the ‘civic and 

cultural quarter in the Cyprus Road area.  

DP7 goes on to state that “Strategic development will: provide new and improved community, retail, 

cultural, educational, health, recreation, play and other facilities to create services and places that help 

form strong local communities and encourage healthy lifestyles.” 

WHERE ARE WE NOW?  

The high point in the development of the Burgess Hill town centre was in 1992 when the Market Place 

Shopping Centre opened. Plans for the redevelopment of the Martlets Shopping Centre started around 



2004 with the lead taken by Thornfield Properties. This company went into Administration in 2009 and 

New River REIT (NRR) acquired the lease. 

NRR received planning permission for redevelopment of the Martlets Shopping Centre in 2016 and 2020. 

Both have stalled and are acknowledged as not being commercially viable. MSDC’s bid to the 

government’s Levelling Up Fund (LUF) was an attempt to unlock redevelopment but the bid was not 

successful in the first round.  

It is not expected that a decision on any second bid will be made before November 2022 and on this 

timeline the earliest redevelopment could proceed, if a second bid is successful, would be in Q2 2023, 

getting on for two decades after the plans were first mooted. No alternative proposal has been put 

forward if a second or third bid is unsuccessful. Potentially, therefore, redevelopment as set out in the 

current 2020 planning permission has no prospect for moving forward without a significant shift in high 

street retail, leisure and hospitality sentiment which looks highly unlikely. 

The area has witnessed material economic and environmental decline since 2016 with the only real 

development bright spot being the library.   

ECONOMIC ACTIVITY 

Church Road, Church Walk and Market Place Shopping Centre have a total of 8 empty units (of which 3 

are former banks and building societies). In contrast the Martlets Shopping Centre, representing a much 

smaller area of the total retail space, has 11 (counting LIDL in this total).  

The good news is that this is a reduction from 17 in 2019 due to the work that the Centre Manager has 

been doing in finding tenants and the Trading Spaces initiative launched by BHTC in 2020 which has 

helped incubate three businesses and a charity as well as being a catalyst for other businesses and 

charities to take space in empty units. None of the new enterprises provide the draw that is needed to 

push footfall upwards and the area around the Martlets Square has a general look of being very run down 

(see below). 

Taking footfall through the Market Place Shopping Centre as proxy evidence yearly footfall figures are: 

2016  4,598,081 

2017  4,339,081 (Smaller tenancies vacated, Indoor Market closed) 

2018                    4,027,799  (Iceland moves to Church Walk - March 2018, Argos moved to  

 Market Place – Sept 2018) 

2019  3,822,734 (New LIDL opened in Leylands Road - August 2019) 

2020  2,527, 351 (Pandemic effect. Argos closed permanently) 

The current indication from the Market Place is that post pandemic footfall is slowly recovering but will 

still be well below 2019 levels and may even fall short of 2020 (9 months to September – 1.731m, so 

annualised is 2.3m). The average dwell time is currently 43 minutes suggesting that town centre visits are 

driven predominantly by necessity. The average monthly visitor numbers are 12,620. 

ASSET DECLINE 

Alongside the decline in economic activity the Martlets Shopping Centre has physically declined and 

contains several buildings that blight its appearance. These are (i) the Martlets Heights, (ii) the former 

LIDL building, and (iii) the multi-storey car park. The site of the former Martlets Hall and library, whilst 



have been cleared well following demolition, presents a bleak and uninviting landscape at this key town 

centre gateway. 

To compound the problem many of the empty units show visible signs of internal dereliction, and one still 

boasts that the regeneration will be completed by September 2020.  

The shabby external and internal appearance of the empty buildings coupled with the bleak frontage of 

the Martlets Hall and library site (which is not helped by the Heras metal fencing) means that the area is 

of low environmental quality, attracts ASB, and reduces the incentive for customers to dwell in the 

Martlets Square and spend in the businesses that are trying to establish themselves. Furthermore, the 

fact that many of the still empty units are in a state of disrepair makes them difficult to re-let to tenants 

which makes it difficult to establish a lively trading environment.  

MASTERPLAN FAILURE 

The fact that MSDC needed to make a bid to the Levelling-Up Fund was a clear acknowledgement that 

New River’s 2020 development scheme is not deliverable.  

Even if a bid to the fund is successful at a future date it is not clear whether New River will be able to 

deliver the scheme as originally envisaged and approved 

A search of HM Land Registry shows that there is only one ‘Agreement for Lease’ on the Martlets 

Shopping Centre which was signed in 2015 with Travelodge. This is a good indication that there are no 

other serious tenants on the horizon. The macro-economic climate and the state of high street retail, 

leisure, and hospitality in general strongly indicates that the redevelopment of the Martlets Shopping 

Centre will fall far short of expectations and will continue to suffer delay in delivery. 

This being the case, then against the vision and strategic objectives in the District Plan, the current state 

of the Martlets Shopping Centre and the likely outcome of any redevelopment will not match the vision 

and will fall well short of its strategic objectives. The original Masterplan for the Martlets Shopping Centre 

will have also failed, if not forever, then at least for the foreseeable future. This is not to engage in a 

blame game because a combination of forces has conspired to make the current redevelopment 

undeliverable within any reasonable timescale. 

WHAT NEXT? 

“A thriving and attractive District, a desirable place to live, work and visit. Our aim is to maintain, and 

where possible, improve the social, economic and environmental well-being of our District and the 

quality of life for all, now and in the future.” 

To be consistent with this vision we need to address the now because this admirable vision is not being 

met now in Burgess Hill.  

It means addressing the economic, environmental, social, and cultural gaps that have been left by the 

failure of the Martlets Shopping Centre redevelopment. This means making improvements to its built 

environment, reletting the empty units, providing a space that is safe for residents and business owners, 

and investing in the cultural capital of the town. This can provide the town with the breathing space it 

needs as it awaits redevelopment, a bridge to that redevelopment or, indeed, an alternative should that 

redevelopment be undeliverable. 

 



Appendix 2 
 

 Extract from the minutes of a meeting of the Burgess Hill Town Council held on 
Monday 22 November 2021 

 
288. REGENERATION OF MARTLETS CENTRE 

  
RESOLVED that: 

  
 MSDC and New River be invited to a meeting with the Town Council to 

discuss: 
 
 (i)  a Meanwhile Lease on the Martlets Hall and Library site; 
 
 (ii) an urgent programme of aesthetic and environmental improvements to the 

Martlets Shopping Centre to support trading in the area generally and also 
creating more lettable units; 

 
 (iii) as the retail environment in Burgess Hill is undermined by the condition of 

the Martlets Shopping Centre, a financial grant to support the Town Council’s 
Bridge-the-Gap programme; 

 
(iv) how the town might be financially compensated for the loss of the Martlets 
Hall if the full consented scheme cannot be delivered, or if it can, only after 
further considerable delay. 

 


	2021.12.01 Letter from BHTC Steve Cridland Martlets Regeneration
	Appendix 1 THE MARTLETS SHOPPING CENTRE - Proposal to MSDC
	Appendix 2

