
 

 
 

 
 

RAINBOW RISING – THE INSIDE STORY 
An exclusive interview with Shaylesh Patel, Founder of High Street Regeneration Experts Rainbow Rising, gives 
Ben Demash at restoreourhighstreets.com the story behind their success! 
 
Q: What’s happening to our high streets? 
 
A: It would be easy to paint a picture of doom and gloom. But the reality is the high streets are simply undergoing a 
huge revolution. This isn't bad news. It’s simply a correction. The average vacancy rate in the High Street has 
remained pretty much the same at 12.5% since 2013. Our high streets are evolving. Our needs and abilities have 
changed. I don’t need to buy my basic commodities in person – Thanks to the internet I can choose where I want to 
spend my quality shopping time.  
 
Q: So, what does that mean for our town centres? 
 
A: It’s natural selection all over again. Adapt or die. It really is that simple. Town centres and their stores need to 
reinvent themselves. This is not impossible. Customers still crave in person shopping experiences and there are 
some goods and services you simply would never want to buy online. 
 
Q: And what about traditional stores like department stores? 
 
A: Department stores, like Debenhams are a bit of a conundrum. Of course, when they first appeared over 200 
years ago, they had a massive impact on local economies. And until recently, every shopping centre planner knew 
they had to have at least one major department store in their design to be successful. Now many are closing but I 
don’t agree with those that say they’re redundant. The fact is their buildings are in such amazing locations – they 
just need a new vision.  
 
Q: And is that what Rainbow Rising is all about? 
 
A: I guess we’re a bridge between their successful past and their successful future. When you’re dealing with such 
large retail spaces, the reality is it takes time for landlords and their agents to find the right replacement. The 
problem is boarded-up buildings do not project the right image and put potential new tenants off. That’s where we 
come in. We take over the whole store – every floor. We create a vibrant shopping experience made up of unique 
pop-up shops, all run by charities and community groups. The landlord gets business rates’ relief, their asset 
managers something dynamic they can sell, shoppers have new shops to explore, charities get free retail space 
with no or limited running costs, and local businesses enjoy the sales from the extra footfall. And don’t get me 
started on the Environmental benefits. Everybody wins!  
 
Q: How long do Landlords’ have to commit to? 
 
A: We’re totally flexible and our tenancy agreement makes it clear everyone involved that the Landlords could give 
us as little as 4 weeks’ notice to vacate the premises. That’s what makes our proposition so attractive to all 
concerned. There are no strings. 
 
Q: Is this all ethical and above board? 
 
A: Another good question and the answer is a resounding YES. This isn’t about exploiting little know loopholes. 
Local and national government welcome this approach because it is good for business and local communities.  The 
tax breaks for charitable donation of space and reductions on business rates have been around for many years 
under both labour and conservative governments.  And both county and local councils, ethical and community 
focused landlords in their own right are amongst our current and past clients. 



 

 
 

 
Q: What’s been your biggest success to date? 
 
A: That’s a hard one – we’ve been running for long time now. Debenhams in Wandsworth was a big challenge 
undertaken on the midst of Covid, but it worked. In fact, it was so successful, the whole premises were relet within 
weeks. In Rochdale, we’ve taken on a former Marks & Spencer department store and that is still going strong.  
 
Q: So why isn’t everyone doing this? 
 
A: That’s a very good question. Of the 160+ closed Debenhams stores I understand the vast majority are still lying 
empty with no firm plans for the future. The short answer is you need a very large nationwide network of charities, 
community groups and support teams to successfully reopen a former department store like Debenhams. We’re 
very lucky. We have such a network and, in my opinion, the best management team in the business – but then 
we’ve been doing this a long time. That’s why asset managers like Savills and local councils like working with us. 
They know we can deliver. 
 
Q: Is Rainbow Rising the only organisation doing this? 
 
A: Rainbow Rising is the only organisation we know of who are implementing on this scale. Certainly, we’re the first 
to repurpose a Debenhams and M&S department stores in this way. 
 
Q: How long does it take to reopen one these massive department stores as a Rainbow Rising?  
 
A: Once all the paperwork is in place – literally a matter of weeks. We work round the clock 24/7 if necessary. 
 
Q: How does Rainbow Rising make its money? 
 
A: With rent-free premises from landlords and rates and related costs covered by our supporters, we don’t charge 
anyone a penny and the charities we help, get everything for free!   
 
Q: How did you come up with the idea for Rainbow Rising? 
 
A: I suppose it evolved over time. Bricks and mortar retailing in the UK was really starting to change after the 
financial crisis of 2008. I didn’t see this as a bad thing – just another opportunity. At the time, I was involved with a 
highly successful charity, that was struggling to publicise itself and meet the public. They couldn’t afford their own 
shops. And so, it struck me that there was a huge new opportunity for charities and community groups to work 
together with landlords of empty premises.  
 
Q: You mentioned Environmental Benefits – can you elaborate? 
 
A: Climate change is centre stage now and rightly so. I’m not sure that businesses fully appreciate that they need 
to get onboard with Net Zero now to protect their own futures.  
 
Repurposing rather than new build is the new clarion call, and the high street offers so many opportunities beyond 
simply retail; automated warehousing, affordable homes, health, and new community areas to name but a few. 
However, they cannot simply switch to these new uses overnight. They need time to transition and remain in 
business while doing so. That’s where Rainbow Rising comes in. 
 
Q: So, what’s next for Rainbow Rising? 
 
A: We’re putting the finishing touches on a new idea - We’ve developed a new, even more cost-efficient way of 
helping landlords repurpose and relet their empty department stores. It’s an exciting cooperative initiative with 
significant benefits for all.  



 

 
 

 
Q: And finally, please would you sign our Save our Streets petition for No. 10? 
 
A: With pleasure. 
 
Ben Demash was speaking with Shaylesh Patel, Founder of Rainbow Rising. www.rainbowrising.org.uk 
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PLEASE CONTACT BEN DEMASH info@restoreourhighstreets.com 
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