Canterbury’s historic High Street faces surge of American-themed shops and vaping outlets
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Canterbury, an iconic city steeped in medieval history and a UNESCO World Heritage site, is currently facing concerns from residents regarding the changing landscape of its High Street. Locals fear that the influx of American-themed stores, including numerous vape shops and fast-food outlets, is obscuring the city's rich cultural heritage.
During a recent visit by a reporter from the Daily Mail, the High Street was observed bustling with activity, yet filled with establishments that many residents feel dilute the historical significance of the area. Six phone and vape stores were noted in close proximity, contributing to a growing trend identified in polling that revealed over 3,500 such shops across Britain's high streets.
The urban transformation is partially attributed to the presence of the universities of Kent and Christ Church College, which attracts a younger student demographic. This student population, alongside a steady flow of tourists, has resulted in frequent changes along the High Street. In Butter Market square, a prominent area adjacent to Canterbury Cathedral, two Harry Potter-themed shops were spotted just a few yards apart, indicative of the bustling tourist trade.
Roger Moore, an 83-year-old resident, expressed feelings of nostalgia, stating, "There is a rich history to this area… I’m not sure how much that history is reflected here today." He recalled a time when access to the Cathedral was free and highlighted the changes in retail, noting that many of the traditional shops have been replaced by newer enterprises that focus on fast food and convenience. He voiced his concerns over the increasing number of American and fast-food shops, suggesting they do not align with the essence of Canterbury.
The impact of commercial changes is visible throughout the city. A marked decline in traditional high street banks was reported, with numbers plummeting from almost 15,000 in 1986 to fewer than 6,000 today. Peter Thompson, 68, who has lived in Canterbury for 35 years, linked the rise of vape shops to an increase in crime, noting police activity near these locations. “These vape shops and mobile shops—they come and go every five minutes,” he said.
Concerns over public safety were echoed by other local shopkeepers. Jane Brooker, a 58-year-old fruit seller in the High Street, described the shift towards "addictions" associated with the rise of vape shops, asserting that a significant number of customers seem disconnected from their surroundings, preoccupied with their phones. Brooker voiced frustration about the prevalence of cashless payments in nearby businesses, stating that her stand accepts only cash.
The architectural legacy of the city also faces challenges. Conquest House, an ancient property linked to the assassination of Archbishop Thomas Becket, has recently been put up for sale. Moreover, some residents lament that historical markets, such as one over 600 years old, have been eliminated in favour of more modern commercial interests.
Residents also expressed frustration with transportation issues, with Chloe, a 20-year-old local, highlighting traffic congestion around the Westgate tower as a significant problem. This has led to increased tension among those visiting or residing in the city.
The closure rate for UK high street stores has further compounded these local worries, with over 13,000 businesses shutting down in 2024 alone. Sandie de Rougemont, owner of the House of Agnes B&B, aired her grievances regarding unfair competition from Airbnb rentals, claiming that the regulatory burden on traditional businesses is increasingly challenging.
As Canterbury continues to evolve, the ongoing divergence from its historical roots raises questions about the direction the city is taking. Locals remain divided in their sentiments, balancing the need for modern commercial vitality with a deep-seated desire to preserve the unique heritage that defines this historic destination.
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