Cowley Road’s honest stationery replaced by Merkur Slots amid LTN backlash
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The shifts in the landscape of Cowley Road, Oxford, have spurred considerable discussion among residents and business owners alike. The recent transition of a unit that once housed Honest Stationery into a Merkur Slots gambling establishment has raised concerns about the impact of these changes, particularly regarding community character and local economic health.
Nay Aung, the former owner of Honest Stationery, cites the introduction of Low Traffic Neighbourhoods (LTNs) as a defining factor in his shop's closure. He reported a dramatic decline in custom—over 80% of his revenue—shortly after these traffic restrictions were implemented, which aimed to reduce pollution and improve the urban environment. Aung expressed deep frustration, stating that he had not been consulted regarding the potential implications for local businesses, leading to his eventual inability to cover essential costs like business rates and mortgages.
In a poignant reflection on the loss of his shop, which had offered a mix of stationery and houseplants for over six years, Aung lamented, "The community is losing something intimate that cannot be replaced." His sentiments echo a broader dissatisfaction highlighted by local resident Ned Denny, who described the former shop as a quintessential family-run business. Denny relayed his disappointment at the replacement with a gaming establishment, stating, "This is a branch of a UK-wide, 24-hour slot-machine business that contributes nothing to communities other than extracting money from gambling addicts…"
The arrival of Merkur Slots has not gone unnoticed by local officials. Emily Kerr, a Green city councillor, has received feedback from residents who would prefer a retail unit that embodies community spirit and provides more beneficial services. She remarked, "I would rather see something that benefits the wider community... this is a perfectly legal business," recognising the legality of Merkur Slots while acknowledging the community's apprehensions.
Merkur Slots, previously known as Merkur Casino, has positioned itself as a new player in the UK’s gambling context, promoting a "modern casino feel" within city centres. Their operation focus on slot gaming—offering pay-outs ranging from £5 to £500—comes with the additional feature of Bingo games, intended to widen appeal. The company's assertion that they contribute to local charities and community projects has been met with skepticism by some locals, who argue that such establishments primarily profit from vulnerable populations.
The local council's implementation of LTNs in areas like Church Cowley and Florence Park has sparked controversy, as the balance between urban environmental regeneration and support for local businesses remains delicate. While some argue that LTNs promote healthier city living, others—like Aung and Denny—fear the unintended consequence of diminishing local economies and community cohesion.
As Cowley Road adapts and evolves, the tension between regulatory measures like LTNs and the survival of community-centred businesses continues to shape the discourse around urban development and local identity. The retail ebb and flow seen in the area—illustrated by Kerr’s observation that Cowley Road has fewer vacancies compared to other locales—shows a dynamic marketplace, but raises questions about the future of its unique character.
In a landscape where the stakes are high for individual businesses and community identities, the growing presence of gambling establishments like Merkur Slots could challenge the quintessential charm that once defined the area. As local residents navigate these changes, the ongoing conversation will likely influence future decisions in urban planning and business support, making it imperative for community voices to remain central to these discussions. 
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