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Using the COVID-19 Recovery Framework 
Case study: St Helens 
The COVID-19 Recovery Framework is one of four frameworks currently in use by the Task Force. 
They are designed for adaption by local authorities and other local place leaders so that they can 
take action in their location.  

St Helens 
With a population of just over 180,000, St Helens is the largest town in the Metropolitan Borough of 
St Helens. It forms part of the Liverpool City Region. The town centre has had a variety of proposed 
schemes for its regeneration over the last decade, but substantial investment has not yet happened. In 
March 2020, it was announced that St Helens Council and The English Cities Fund are working on 
proposals for a 20-year partnership that would see a number of sites across the Borough 
redeveloped. Early proposed work would be a £200 million commercial and leisure development in 
St Helens town centre. This could include new homes, office space, hotel accommodation and retail 
space.  

St Helens was not successful with its Future High Streets Fund bid but is one of the 100 locations 
invited by Government to work up a Towns Deal proposal, which could bring £25 million of 
funding.  

The need for investment in St Helens town centre is evident from poor reviews on Trip Advisor and 
on other websites. The lack of investment over the years has meant that St Helens has fallen behind 
nearby centres such as Warrington.  

St Helens had appointed a Town Centre Manager, Gary Maddock, in 2015 “to develop and improve 
St Helens town centre” and be a single point of contact for town centre stakeholders. In May 2019, 
a new Council Leader was elected who recognised that the Borough faced some big challenges. The 
Council announced a restructure of its senior management in December 2019. A new Chief 
Executive started in early 2020, a new Director of Place Services was appointed in February 2020, 
and a new Assistant Chief Executive is being appointed. There are also changes at a regional level, 
as the Liverpool Town Centres Commission aimed at creating a vision for 17 town centres in the 
City Region, including St Helens, met for the first time in late February 2020.  
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Description of the Project/Initiative 
When the COVID restrictions struck St Helens in March 2020, as everywhere it caused a lot of 
uncertainty about the town centre’s future. St Helens Council understood at an early stage that they 
would need to be in regular contact with businesses to ensure that payment of grants could proceed. 
They recognised that the normal approach of writing to businesses at their trading address would not 
work. A small tactical group was formed with the local authority, Chamber of Commerce and 
Employment Services, to look at the support available and how to reach businesses in the town. 

The Town Centre Manager and the tactical group shared their contacts but realised they were 
missing many. They embarked on a two-week social media campaign to contact businesses, using 
existing Facebook and LinkedIn groups, and working with other local groups, to build a list of 
businesses. Initial contact with these businesses identified that many felt disorientated by what was 
happening and lacking in confidence about the future. This meant, the Town Centre Manager said, 
that he “spoke to more businesses in 4 weeks than in the last 4 years”. 

Introducing the COVID-19 Recovery Framework to St Helens 

The Town Centre Manager initially saw the then IPM Post COVID-19 Recovery Framework on 
Twitter soon after it was posted with a link to a blog post on why places should act now. He said it 
“immediately made sense to me”. Until then, it was very difficult to be certain what to do. He 
valued “having someone out there to help us”.  

 

http://blog.placemanagement.org/2020/04/02/the-time-to-act-is-now-a-framework-for-post-covid-19-recovery-for-our-towns-and-cities/
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He shared the Framework with the other members of the tactical group. They felt it provided a 
future. There was no resistance to it, “everyone got it”. They liked the fact that it was something 
they could apply. It was practical. The Group used the Framework to review what they were doing 
and how they were doing it using the Crisis list of actions – see Fig 1 below. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 1 – COVID-19 Recovery Framework: Crisis 

 

Whilst using the Crisis suggestions above, the tactical group adapted them to St Helens. They 
followed this through to adapt future phases in a similar way. 

 

Broadening the use of the Framework 

They used the Framework as a tool to collaborate more as a group and to communicate with the rest 
of the local authority and outside. The Town Centre Manager also found the Framework useful in 
working with businesses. He said many of them were confused and uncertain about what they 
should be doing. He shared chunks of the Framework with businesses through Zoom calls and 
emails. This had a good response from businesses who felt reassured by having a structure. Some of 
the businesses and business groups asked for the whole Framework and were soon using it 
themselves.  

There were already plans emerging from within the local authority and from the Town Deal Board 
to take action in the town centre. Some of this came from funding the Mayor of Liverpool had 
allocated to boost town centres across the Liverpool City Region, including £1 million allocated to 
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St Helens. Applying the Framework to some of these plans suggested there was a need to repurpose 
planned actions to more immediate things and activity.  

The use of the Framework by the tactical group attracted interest from the wider Council. It was 
shared at a strategic group and with the Council Leader and portfolio holders. There are now 
discussions as to whether it could be of use in shaping how the Council should respond as a whole 
to COVID-19. 

The Framework and St Helens’ use of it has recently been shared with the City Region Investment 
Manager and with neighbouring local authorities. 

During the pre-recovery phase (Fig 2), St Helens have been using the Framework to shape action. 
They are using their links with businesses to encourage them to take up grant funding to pay for 
materials to maintain social distancing so that they can reopen safely with maximum customer flows 
and providing guidance on this. 

St Helens is home to Haydock Park and St Helens Rugby League club that are important parts of the 
visitor economy. The Framework has been used to provide structure to how this will reopen.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 2 - COVID-19 Recovery Framework: Pre-Recovery 

 

Impact or Outcomes of the Project/Initiative 
It is clear that the introduction of the Framework into St Helens addressed many of the issues 
identified in the Crisis section of the Framework shown in Fig 1 above. It provided reassurance to 
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the Town Centre Manager and the tactical group that there was support for the actions they were 
undertaking. In turn, it was used to offer reassurance to businesses and provide them with support. It 
identified the importance of signposting and communication. It helped with coordinating and in 
providing information to government (in this case higher tiers in the local authority) and this 
stimulated further action.  

The dissemination of the Framework to businesses, the Chamber of Commerce, the Employment 
Service, to more of the local authority and the combined authority as well as neighbouring 
authorities is enabling network and capacity building as well as co-ordination and communication 
which are component parts of the Pre-Recovery part of the Framework (Fig 2). The Framework has 
already been important in reimagining the spend of the £1 million fund for the town centre. Reacting 
quickly is a Recovery activity in the Framework (Fig 3), and a significant part of this fund has now 
been made available for immediate spending. Work to support businesses with social distancing is 
just part of how the recovery plan is being influenced by the Framework.  

 

 

Figure 3 - COVID-19 Recovery Framework: Recovery 

 

In the longer term, the sharing of the Framework across the local authority and with the City Region 
could facilitate the strong partnerships that are necessary to achieve transformation (Fig 4). The 
wider use of the Framework by stakeholders and businesses in St Helens creates common ground 
that can pave the way for developing and delivering the vision.  
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Figure 4 - COVID-19 Recovery Framework: Transformation 

 

Advice to High Streets Considering Developing a Similar 
Initiative 
It is always useful to review things. Asked whether he should have done anything differently, Town 
Centre Manager Gary Maddock’s response was “probably not”. Early adoption of the Framework 
by the tactical team meant they were familiar with it and could take action. It also provided 
momentum. That it was already widely shared and adopted by others, was helpful when some 
resistance to changing existing plans came from certain quarters.  

The Framework was designed to be adaptable; to be changed to suit the place in question. St 
Helens’ use of it is different to the use by others, but it suits St Helens. Two other places were early 
adopters of the Framework: Norwich and Team London Bridge BID.  

Norwich BID works closely with both its City and County Councils and other stakeholders. The 
Pre-Recovery phase of the COVID-19 Recovery Framework identifies a need for network and 
capacity building and interpreting this, Norwich set about establishing ‘Plan Ahead Teams’ as a key 
element to implement this phase. These teams brought several key partners in the city together to 
work on seven core issues (see image below). 

Team London Bridge BID took the Recovery Framework and used it adjust their business model to 
help their area. As a thriving business area, they identified that “growth” rather than 
“transformation” was their future objective. They noted that the Framework helped them to 
communicate their intent and purpose without being tied to a rigid delivery programme that would 
have been impossible to predict at the stage they adopted it. They also identified some different 
activities in the various phases. They shared this with levy payers the BID (see image below). 
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The three different examples demonstrate the flexibility of the Framework. This seems to have 
encouraged its widespread use, including by the Chicago Loop Alliance, where it has influenced 
their response during this period.  

 

 
Extract from Norwich Recovery Plan above and Team London Bridge below. 
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This case study was written by Simon Quin following an interview with Gary Maddock, Town 
Centre Manager at St Helens Council. Any errors or omissions are the responsibility of the author.  
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