Oxford Street's candy shop invasion shrinks amid crackdown and regeneration plans
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The Transformation of Oxford Street: From Sweet Shops to Major Retailers
Oxford Street, renowned as London’s premier shopping district, continues to grapple with the remnants of a tumultuous retail landscape dominated by low-quality candy and souvenir shops. Despite ongoing efforts by local authorities to reclaim its image, the proliferation of these outlets, particularly during and after the pandemic, has posed a significant challenge.
The Candy Store Invasion
During the height of the pandemic, Oxford Street witnessed a boom in US-style sweet stores, with the number of candy and souvenir shops reaching an alarming 40. These establishments, often offering overpriced and questionable merchandise, invaded spaces vacated by major retailers such as Topshop and House of Fraser. Critics argue these shops undermined the area's appeal, drawing complaints from both residents and tourists.
The Westminster City Council, tasked with regulating commercial activities, faced a daunting "whack-a-mole" scenario as they attempted to shut down these businesses, many of which were believed to evade upwards of £9 million in business rates. With a relentless focus on enforcement, officials have seen a gradual reduction in the number of such shops, currently standing at 18. This shift is attributed to increased vigilance, including significant court actions leading to over £1 million worth of counterfeit and potentially hazardous goods being seized from these outlets.
The Council's Crackdown
Council leader Adam Hug has articulated the necessity for continued action against these rogue retailers. He remarked, “Our job is to protect people who visit the West End from being exploited,” emphasising the dire need to dismantle the exploitative business practices prevalent among some store owners. Among the more alarming recent incidents was a raid that uncovered an underground tunnel linked to a shop, leading to the seizure of £80,000 worth of fake goods.
The issue of illicit trading is compounded by the challenges faced by property owners who are often unaware of the dubious activities occurring in their rented spaces. The council has urged landlords to take greater responsibility to prevent damage to the high street's reputation. “Many businesses dissolve without ever filing accounts,” noted one authority source, further complicating enforcement efforts.
The Broader Context of High Street Decline
The candy shop proliferation is part of a broader narrative of Oxford Street's decline. Once a symbol of retail vibrancy, the area has been marred by crime, homelessness, and the overarching presence of low-quality shops. Recent social unrest, highlighted by a TikTok-fuelled robbery spree in August 2023, has added to the sense of desperation surrounding the district. Notably, Brian Duffy, chief executive of Watches of Switzerland, labelled Oxford Street a "national embarrassment," calling for urgent revitalisation efforts.
In light of these challenges, the Mayor of London, Sir Sadiq Khan, has proposed a multi-faceted regeneration plan aimed at restoring the street's status. This includes the pedestrianisation of sections of Oxford Street and incentivising major retailers to return, with the hopes that their entry can uplift the area's commercial standing. Significant investments have already begun to materialise, including new stores from HMV and Ikea, signalling a potential shift away from candy shops.
A Promising Future?
Despite the recent setbacks, a renewed sense of optimism is emerging. Dee Corsi, chief executive of the New West End Company, confirmed that candy stores now account for less than 1% of trading space on Oxford Street, heralding a significant reduction over the past year. With initiatives to support legitimate businesses, including rent-free shop opportunities as part of the "Meanwhile On: Oxford Street" scheme, there is potential for a brighter future.
As local officials strive to rejuvenate Oxford Street, they face an ongoing battle against the remnants of a bygone era of cheap, low-quality retail. The hope is that with continued enforcement, a collaborative effort among stakeholders, and the influx of reputable brands, Oxford Street can reclaim its position as a leading retail destination, free from the tarnish of unsightly souvenir stores.
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