2






Wrexham's Future:  An Unconventional Case for Regeneration
Wrexham is experiencing a unique regeneration opportunity that is being shaped by both multi-dimensional long-standing central challenges, historical legacies of town centres and a contemporary increased level of visibility associated with its recognition as a city through its strong connection with the sport of football, and raising levels of new business investment interest in the Local Economy. The key question to be answered is whether a compelling period of interest between Wrexham and its neighbouring cities can convert this period of opportunity into lasting urban Improvements? This report proposes that the best pathway for Wrexham to continue as a vibrant City will not lie within creating metropolitan-level spectacles, instead through a gradual revitalisation of existing buildings, developing stronger Social Infrastructure, and improving connections between the centre and its wider economic environments.









The impact of changing fortune and legacy
Historically, Wrexham has developed as a major market and industrial city, contributing to the Northeast Wales border economies through key industries such as coal mining, steel production, beer brewing, manufacturing/service provision, and now tourism. Wrexham and those of similar size have experienced significant declines in the manufacturing industry due to de-industrialisation processes and retail Restructuring: retail outlets have moved from Town Centres to edge-of-town locations/car-oriented locations. Consequently, Wrexham is no different than those of medium size all over North America in that vacant buildings; declining/high-priced or unrevised commercial land; and lack of a current fit of the Historic Building Stock for the current/modern commercial demand has left two significant legacies; (1) a perception of disconnect between the City Centre's Architectural character and Economic Performance and (2) a similarly negative view of Wrexham's Urban Image, Determined by several factors including; structure, use, design, location, and social role/marketing of each of the local markets, cultures and services provided to the local community
As defined by Powe, Pringle and Hart (2015), the success of small town and medium town regeneration must provide processes designed to respond to the unique characteristics of small and medium cities rather than import generic processes associated with large cities (Big Cities). Wrexham's redevelopment opportunities are certainly scaled from the small city of Cardiff Bay/Metropolitan Waterfront to a similarly sized city by the capital of Wales. However, some of the issues Wrexham will face in its redevelopment opportunities are to: create the economic viability of a Compact City Centre; create an appropriate pattern of reuse for existing historic buildings; create new facilities; create public space; and create a social role for markets/culture/local services within the centre of Wrexham. According to Viken (2016), place revitalisation in rural areas relies more on existing place identities than on using abstract urban planning models to create new places. However, Wrexham's current stage can be thought of as reinventing its character rather than starting from scratch.
In addition to the positive aspects of Wrexham's past, it also kept important components, including: a recognisable town centre, market tradition, location for transport interchange, robust cultural activity, and strong civic identity. Ty Pawb may be the best example of how to reinvent an existing building rather than demolishing it. The ability to become a centre for creating value through hybridised activities that include market, community, and art functions provides evidence that regeneration can utilise value through the combination of these uses. Conversely, the town centre still reflects the effects of structural change, as evidenced by vacant upper floors, underinvested public realm areas, and weak connections between economic growth in other parts of the local economy and expenditure in the centre. Developing Wrexham's city centre through regeneration will require capturing more of the value produced from Wrexham's increased visibility and business base.
Wrexham's key assets include a compact town centre, strong railway connections, a history of architectural development, a history of markets, civic buildings, a university, and an increasing ability to attract people from outside Wrexham. Wrexham's town centre masterplan defines how to develop a desirable place where people want to live, create, work, visit, and invest, while also identifying opportunity areas for future development (e.g., Bridge Street, Bodhyfryd, Queens Square, Henblas Street, and The Bradley Road Fire Station). The masterplan suggests that the town centre will not just be perceived as a retail shop, but rather as a diverse multi-functional neighbourhood. The centre also includes cultural and social infrastructure that is considered to be essential as well. According to Lewis, Fakan, and Miskin (2022), the impact of social infrastructure on successful urban regeneration is significant, especially in relation to helping older people remain at home and providing social inclusion each day. This is important for Wrexham because for the core of the town to be successful, it will need to serve the people who live there as well as the people who visit. `Ty Pawb', indoor markets, independent stores, and civic places all aid in fulfilling this social purpose. Furthermore, Roberts (2024) has stated that there will be a growing need for medium-sized municipalities to rely on strategies to support more activity in both the evening and night-time hours, which means that mixed activity will be needed throughout the entire 24-hour day instead of just for shopping purposes.
Wrexham has a diverse economic base. Employment opportunities and business enterprises throughout the larger Wrexham metropolitan region increase the financial viability of businesses located in Wrexham County. However, Wrexham's core does not always capture this economic benefit. Armstrong and Wiejak-Roy (2024) state that the role of local property owners will have a significant effect on the formation of the local small-town core, which is particularly helpful since fragmented properties and a lack of reinvestment will slow redevelopment. Earley (2025) argues that having a community-based approach to revitalising a neighbourhood without having to worry about gentrification is more likely where there are strong community-based organisations and ownership of local resources. This means that in the case of Wrexham's revitalisation, the funding of redevelopment should not be based on the ability to secure large outside investors. In addition, funding for the redevelopment of Wrexham should also provide an opportunity for residents to own and operate their own businesses; local businesses should also have access to the use of local assets.
Wrexham County Borough Council is the lead public developer behind projects such as the masterplan, environmental improvements, heritage and building reuse programs, and various grants/loans. The Council's recent work on vacant properties, public realm enhancement and shopfront improvements indicates an enthusiastic and interventionist approach rather than resting on the market. The Welsh Government also plays a role in this regard through transforming towns and other funding sources. Transport bodies affect access and first impressions, particularly at the station and gateway. Design decisions, the nature of lease arrangements, and decisions regarding the public realm directly impact local commercial activity from businesses, landlords, cultural entities and market traders.
Community organisations and users of social infrastructure are also important stakeholders in this regard. Park, Kang and Shin (2025) have suggested that community involvement in urban regeneration is frequently represented in rhetoric but only sometimes realised substantively. The importance of participation in Wrexham is particularly acute due to the reliance of the viability of the town centre on regular, day-to-day usage by residents rather than sporadic day-trippers. Heritage stakeholders also play a critical role because many of the significant buildings in Wrexham have a degree of conservation value and can form an identity if reused appropriately. Watson and Fredheim (2022) have noted that development-led heritage projects can create social value by allowing the public to understand the heritage and not simply being seen as a technical constraint. This principle is especially important in Wrexham's vacant and underused heritage buildings.
A further key stakeholder group includes anchor institutions, including the university, transportation companies and the significant employers in the broader Wrexham economy. The question is how to better link these institutions to the centre-city existence. Regeneration benefit from these institutions will be negligible if students, workers and visitors pass through but do not stay. If the centre becomes a destination for educational, cultural, business and everyday service functions, it will serve a much stronger purpose in the urban core. 
Current development strategies and their implications
A current strategic asset for Wrexham is the adopted town centre masterplan. It provides a level of evidence for the regeneration of Wrexham and as part of the process to make decisions about the future of the town centre and its surrounding areas. Other council documents have identified the need for a smaller, more focused centre with a greater mix of retail, residential and entertainment activities. More recent grant and loan initiatives have been put in place, which aim at bringing back into use vacant properties, improving existing shop frontages, and facilitating the reuse of commercial buildings. Similarly, environmental improvement (visible streetscape improvements) works can improve the quality of streets and the routes leading to Wrexham. All these measures are an indicator of a regeneration strategy focused more on the use of existing building stock through adaptation than the complete redevelopment of the town centre.
There is considerable support for this overall strategic direction from the literature. Powe et al. (2015) outline that regeneration in this type of town centre should be tailored, process-oriented and partnership-based. Fiorentino (2023) continues with this by suggesting that regeneration includes intangible factors such as the perception of the area, confidence by users, and the quality of public sector provision of workspace. The work of Ge, Hou and Xiao (2023) shows that the pedestrianisation of city centres and the spatial arrangement of a city centre have a significant impact on the city centre's vitality. This supports the argument for Wrexham to continue to focus on providing a strong public realm, ensuring walkability, and having a mix of uses within the town centre; however, physical types of development need to be complemented by programming, local business support and long-term property strategies.
Future opportunities for regeneration
The first opportunity to significantly enhance regeneration in Wrexham is the implementation of a connection and arrival strategy that links Wrexham General Railway Station, the Mold Road corridor and the Town Centre. A narrative already exists regarding transport and gateway experience; however, it needs to be enhanced to ensure that increased visitation results in many more local purchases and a sense of belonging within the local community. Creating a clear wayfinding route throughout Wrexham with quality public realm space, utilising spaces at different times of the day, providing cultural and interpretive signage, and having active frontages at ground level would help Wrexham’s city centre connect directly to high-volume visitor movement flows rather than appearing disconnected. By strengthening Wrexham’s connection to the broader national narrative, this framework will also enable Wrexham to build on the national media’s growing interest in Wrexham and create an urban value that outlasts the media’s cycles of attraction.
The second opportunity lies in creating a heritage reuse and living programme through the upper floors of existing historic buildings. Wrexham’s historic properties are a double-edged sword in that they can create ill-will through vacancies and/or underutilisation of buildings, but they can also provide the basis for housing units, studios/workshops in creative industries, training facilities, and small offices. Armstrong and Wiejak-Roy (2024) note the contribution that the behaviour of landlords can make to outcomes on high streets and therefore suggest that a better range of economic incentives, conditions and partnership models will be required. Through combining heritage-sensitive refurbishment of existing buildings with support for community enterprises, it should be possible to implement a regeneration model of reuse-led regeneration that Earley (2025) advocates will help to eliminate the growth of exclusionary practices.
The third opportunity is to establish a local business chain that connects the wider economic environment with Wrexham’s city centre. The city centre should not just act as an attractive entrance to Wrexham, but also as a community where there are many jobs located outside of the city centre. Regeneration policy can be reconstructed to create connections between large employers, colleges, local producers, markets and independent retailers to create a planned chain. Shared workspaces, business support for graduates, workforce development training designed around both retrofit and construction of heritage buildings, and procurement initiatives are examples of ways to improve connections within Wrexham. Phillips (2026) observes that towns located at the edge of metropolitan areas, such as Wrexham, in addition to having a high percentage of their economic activity located outside of their city centres, experience a systematic lack of connections between their city centres and the regional economy. This means that Wrexham’s city centre needs to be a platform for creating, retaining and recirculating locally generated economic value.


















Conclusion
Wrexham has unique assets. These include a compact urban structure, a long history of entrepreneurial market activity, significant cultural resources, the establishment of a master planning framework for the development of the city centre and renewed national focus. However, attention does not generate long-term benefits. The most viable long-term future for Wrexham will be the result of improved connection between the city centre and rail station; systematic reuse of historic buildings; and the circulation of generated local economic value through the networks of enterprise, culture, and daily services. This is how city status will develop into a long-lasting urban benefit for Wrexham rather than being ephemeral in nature.
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