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Abstract— Transformation, in urban studies, refers to the
systematic alteration of an entity’s inherent functioning. From
a physical standpoint, spatial transformation is particularly
significant and impactful. In the context of Commercial
Centres, such transformation plays a crucial role, as these
spaces serve as hubs for business activities as well as social
interactions. In Sub-Urban Towns, Commercial Centres hold
even greater importance, functioning not only as economic
focal points but also as key public places. Beyond commerce,
these Centres accommodate various functions, including
services, public culture, and administrative activities.
However, rapid urban expansion has led these places to
unplanned and haphazard spatial transformations. The
Transformations of Commercial Centres in Sub-Urban Towns
demands urgent investigation, given the increasing influence
of national and international franchises, e-commerce,
shopping malls, and multiplexes. This paper aims to explore
the critical dimensions of these transformations, identifying
key parameters and sub-parameters essential for further
studies regarding the research work.

Keywords— Transformation, Commercial Centres, Sub-
Urban Towns, Sense of Place, Vitality, Permeability.

I. INTRODUCTION

Transformation means the change in form or appearance
of a place over a time period. This change in form takes
place in a piecemeal process of numerous small changes of
urban fabric. This process of continuous changes, over a
time period, appears as Transformation. [1] This
phenomenon is multi-dimensional and among them, spatial,
social, cultural, economic, and environmental dimensions
are very crucial ones which trigger this process holistically.

The process of rapid urbanization can lead to
Transformation, and can results in the inherent change in
functioning with the overall use and form of a place. [2]
Urban places also lead to Transformation through the
government driven projects and market speculation driven
developments. Irrespective of the underlying factor/s
Transformation becomes a persistent public concern as it
creates a challenge to maintain the resilience of urban
systems and therefore, is now important focus of research
in urban studies. [3]
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A better understanding of the role of underlying factors,
which lead to Transformation of a place is always
necessary to cope with the constant changes. [4] Sometimes
urban intervention becomes indispensable, to guide this
Transformation towards futuristic development goals. The
transformation of Singapore Cityscape (Fig 1) and the
Transformation of Pondy Bazar at Chennai (Fig 2) can be
mentioned in this context. As a solution to the existing
problems, the process of Transformation can be directed
towards desirable direction by developing generic
guidelines applicable for public places like Commercial
Centres. [5] The focus of this research is on the
Transformation of Commercial Centres.

Figure 1: Singapore Cityscape,
Transformation in 18 years
Source: Google Image, 2024

Figure 2: Pondy Bazar at T

Nagar. Chennai, before and

after Transformation Source:
Author, 2021

Commercial Centres have always been the important
public place since the ancient civilization. Ancient Roman
Forum (Fig 3) and New Market area at Kolkata (Fig 4) are
the example of Commercial Centres, of their respective era.
The function of these Centres is to serve as hubs of
different economic activities like retail for business and
trade for service industries. These Centres often serve as
important nodes by connecting a network of buying and
selling- points of exchanging commodities and services,
thus shaping the spatial and social structure of an urban
area. [6]
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Commercial Centres can be characterized by, diverse
commercial activities and transactions, high value of land
with predominant commercial zoning and mixed use
developments, centralized location  with  greater
connectivity links. Besides providing essential goods and
driving the economic growth these centres promote
community bonds. [7] Attractive plazas, public places for
community interactions often demarcate as some of the
important landmarks in these Centres, which may vary in
terms of scale from a neighbourhood commercial strip to
regional or global financial district, thereby serving as
indicator of the overall urban growth.

In today’s context, the Transformation of Commercial
Centres can make these places attractive to a greater
catchment area. Urban infrastructure development
accelerates this process towards more expansion. [8]
Therefore, maintaining functionality and sustainability of
Commercial Centres, especially in Sub-Urban Towns, are
to be ensured in the developing countries like India, for
their further growth. [9]

Figure 4: New Market
area of Kolkata. Source:
Author, 2023

Figure 3: Ancient Roman Forum
Source: Google Image, 2024

Sub-Urban Towns are Medium Towns with a population
range of 50 thousands-5 lakhs. (URDPFI Guidelines, 2015)
According to Census of India there are two types of Towns,
Statutory Town (ST) and Census Town (ST). The present
study deals with Statutory Towns, which are governed by
municipality, Municipal Corporation, notified town area
committee or cantonment board. These Towns often serve
as transitional zone between rural and urban areas, having a
mix of urban and rural features. Sub-Urban is better
understood as a process, instead of a fixed geographical
place. [10] In Indian context, rapid population growth,
industrialization, commercialization and establishment of
infrastructure projects contributes to Sub-Urban growth.

[11]
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Sub-Urban Towns are characterized by far proximity to
the major city and hybrid land use pattern. Basic service
infrastructures of Sub-Urban Towns are often found in a
state of inadequate condition with respect to the core urban
agglomeration. With the trend of migration of population
from rural to urban areas Sub-Urban Towns are defining
feature of Indian urbanization today. [12] These Towns are
generally found to be governed by municipality, which
generally lacks in terms of resources and expertise to run
the complex urban system. The process of urbanization as
well as some more factors like economic development
triggers the Transformation of Commercial Centres. But
Sub-Urban Towns, through these Transformation process,
are not supposed to lose its suburban identity. [13] As
example Kabiguru Rabindra Path at Kanchrapara (Fig 5)
and Barabazar Market at Purulia Sadar (Fig 6) can be
acknowledged as Commercial Centres in Sub-Urban Towns
in West Bengal.

The objective of this paper is to find the important
aspects of research on the Transformation of Commercial
Centres, operational especially in Sub-Urban Towns, which
are far from metropolitan agglomeration. Adding to that, an
attempt has been made to find out the relevant parameters
and sub-parameters affected by this same process of
Transformation.

Figure 6: Barabazar Market at
Purulia Sadar. Source: Google
Image, 2024

Figure 5: Kabiguru
Rabindra Path at
Kanchrapara. Source:
Google Image, 2024

II. DISCUSSION
2.1 Transformation of Commercial Centres

Transformation, driven by urbanization and economic
forces, may always affect the Commercial Centre of any
settlement. As an inevitable consequence spatial formation,
in terms of appearance gets affected followed by the
subsequent developments. With the emergence of new,
innovative retail formats driven by the diversified need of
consumers with respect to their socio-cultural and lifestyle
differences the process of transformation get accelerated.
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[14] Some of the salient features of this said
Transformation are discussed below on the basis of
literature study.

Economic developments increase the buying power of
common public and eventually increase the demand. These
factors leads to the emergence of new business units like
shopping malls or big departmental stores. As per World
Economic Situation and Prospect Report by UN [15]
economic growth in India will be around 6-6.6% in 2025
and 2026. This will happen due to foreign investment and
development of new supply chain, beside the Government
investment in large scale public infrastructure, physical and
digital connectivity and social infrastructure including
sanitation and water supply systems. [16]

Another factor affecting Transformation is urbanization.
These processes stimulate the migration from rural to urban
areas. This in turn increases consumption followed by
increased demand and consequently lead to the
Transformation of Commercial Centres. [17] As a result
land value increases and people with more buying capacity
remain closer to the Commercial Centres and the
population of weaker economic condition are compelled to
go further from the centre where land value become
affordable for them. This phenomenon is called “Voluntary
Transformation” which gets triggered in order to benefit or
profit maximization [18] and hence urbanization plays a
pivotal role in the process of Transformation of
Commercial Centre.

Infrastructure development also influences
Transformation. In 2015 China’s economic stimulus
package supported development of domestic urban
infrastructure leading to Transformation of urban
geographies across the country. [19] In case of Commercial
Centres, which are functionally connected to transit system,
this type of Transformation is very evident. With the
development of infrastructure and transport the agricultural
products market in Sub-Urban Towns grows significantly.
[20]

Transformation always has implication on built form of
the Commercial Centres. [21] It eventually and definitely
affects some of very important factors of a Commercial
Centre, such as, the identity of the place for shopping
locations, socio cultural activity, economic sustenance
which as a whole evokes a Sense of Place. [22] In case of
Sub-Urban Towns this sense of place becomes very vital in
terms of activities and built form.

At the same time, Transformation of Commercial
Centres may alter the spatial configuration with respect to
vitality, which has been found to have taken place freely,
further indicating people’s democratic space in businesses.
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[23] Besides that, the vehicular and pedestrian
movement in and around these Commercial Centres are one
of the important aspects in the process of Transformation,
thereby adding vitality of the Commercial Centres. [24]

It has been also found that, the provision of safety and
security in Commercial Centres are often neglected in
Indian context. [25] The permeability of building frontage
enhances natural surveillance and thereby create a sense of
safety especially for female pedestrians. [26] Among the
urban space qualities, permeability, which is affected by
safety and accessibility, has been observed to increase the
attraction potential of Commercial Centres. [27] It is
necessary to have more permeable frontage in order to
accommodate more retail and services in Commercial
Centres. [28] Commercial Centre in Sub-Urban Towns
stand apart from their city counterpart with some unique
features.

2.2 Commercial Centres In Sub-Urban Towns

Commercial Centres in Sub-Urban Towns holds the
same characteristics of activities but the scale may differ
with respect to city or metropolis. The optional activities
instead of social and necessary activity like, food outlets,
and cultural activities attracts more people to these Centres.
[29]

In India Commercial Centres in Sub-Urban Towns are
changing faster than the city counter part of it, being a
“transitional space” from rural to urban area. [30] With
penetration of big conglomerates and retail chains into the
Sub-Urban Towns, Transformation is getting accelerated.
This potential of outlet market attracts more investment
towards big commercial units by various national and
transnational companies. [31]

As per the MoHFW annual report 2019-20, between
2011-2036 urban growths will be responsible for 73% of
the rise in total urban population in India. The said growth
is mostly indicated towards the Sub-Urban Towns than the
cities. According to Census of India, 2011, small towns are
the engines of potential growth which, can bring a lot of
change in the Commercial Centres in Sub-Urban Towns.

In Sub-Urban Towns, the typology of Commercial
Centres are different from cities. It is commonly in form of
a commercial street with simplified aggregation of modular
cells as commercial units in a parallel assembly. [32] The
layout of these Centres may have a linear, ramified or
aggregated pattern (Fig 7). It has been observed that in the
gated Commercial Centres, the consumers prefer to feel the
semi-public spaces inside the facility, to roam around for
shopping. [33] This kind of preferences result in emergence
of small scale shopping mall type buildings.
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It has been observed that in Sub-Urban Towns, the
preference for buying is not the brand but the product
available in cheap rate. As a result these building types are
not always being a successful proposition for the investors.
[34]
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Figure 1 Market Layout Patterns: (a) linear pattern, (b) ramified
pattern, (c) aggregated pattern. Source- MOMRA, Riyadh, Saudi
Arabia, 2006[35]

Commercial Centres in Sub Urban Towns has evolved
from a location for purchasing to a place for social
interaction, which evokes a Sense of Place. [36] During
morning, the perishable market area of Commercial Centre
remains very active in terms of footfall. The on-street tea
stalls become the place for meeting and interaction. But in
the evening time the rest of the commodity market gets
crowded but the same tea stalls and food outlets start
getting crowd. This kind of spatio-temporal aspects are
very common in periodic markets in Sub-Urban Towns
also. [37]

Movement in and around the Commercial Centre in Sub-
Urban Town are very diverse. Most important of them are
pedestrian movement, two wheelers, including bicycle,
motor-cycle, feeder vehicles like rickshaw, auto-rickshaw,
four wheelers including cars and loading unloading
vehicles and sometimes buses. Pedestrian flow and
movement are the indices to increase attractiveness and
vitality of the Commercial Centre. [38] The marketplace at
Sub-Urban Town Kanchrapara (Fig 8, 9) in Nadia district
of West Bengal, depicts the movement of all kind of
vehicles through the major commercial area of the town.
The concentration of Commercial activities including
informal retails take away the comfort and freedom of
movement from the both pedestrians as well as vehicles.
[39] The Wednesday market at Raiganj (refer fig. 10), a
municipal town of Uttar Dinajpur District of West Bengal,
shows how the on street vendors can narrow down the
major means of access of a town. This movement and the
spatial configuration quality like sidewalks and landscaping
affects vitality of the Commercial Centres in Sub-Urban
Towns. [40]
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Figure 2: Kanchrapara Commercial Centre, Road blocked by vendors
and parking. Source Author 2024

Figure 3: Kanchrapara Commercial Centre, Road with different
mode of transport on same track. Source Author 2024

Commercial Centres in Sub-Urban Towns are often the
only choice for food outlets. The picture of a weekday
evening in Golbazar at Kharagpur Town in West Midnapur
district (Fig.11), transformed a regular lane into attractive
food street. Shops and eating establishments are accessible
through lanes and courtyards. This adds to the permeability
of the Commercial Centre in Sub-Urban Town. [41] More
permeable fabric has more option for accessibility.
Permeability is a visual quality and behaviour characterized
by sight and movement. [42] Therefore, permeability is
another important factor of Commercial Centres in Sub-
Urban Towns, which get affected by Transformation
process.
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Figure 5: Golbazar at Kharagpur. Source Author 2024

2.3 Transformation of Commercial Centres in Sub-Urban
Towns

Transformation of Commercial Centres in Sub Urban
Towns in terms of spontaneous emergence of shopping
malls, was first noted by Margaret Crawford during 1992,
in reference to the increasing pressure that Commercial
Centres in Sub-Urban Towns create on inner cities. [43]
People in Sub-Urban Towns who used to prefer city market
get slowly depend upon the local Commercial Centres, as
the later is able to attract customers than it used to
previously. Some of the salient features of this
Transformation of Commercial Centres in Sub-Urban
Towns are discussed below on the basis of literature study.

Commercial Centres in Sub-Urban Towns have a set of
perceptual qualities which help to identify these places.
These qualities altogether create the Sense of Place which,
need to persist through the process of Transformation. In
the context of Sub-Urban Towns, activity and built form
directly correlates to the inhabitant’s experience of Sense of
Place. [44] [45] In case of West Bengal, this
Transformation needs further study due to lack of sufficient
academic discourse with respect to Commercial Centres in
Sub-Urban Towns.
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In these towns local tea stalls, on street unorganized
hawkers, social interaction among the sellers and buyers
juxtapose as different social agents to create a unique
identity of these places. [46]

Movement, in terms of increased pedestrian flow
contribute to the vitality of a place added to the simplicity
and clarity of the traffic space relationship. [47] Spatial
Configuration which evokes the attractiveness also
increases the vitality of these Commercial Centres in Sub-
Urban Towns. Curbed sidewalk, well maintained drainage
system, and distribution of urban amenities like park or
open seat-out spaces and resources like proximity to
financial utilities like bank, ATM terminal are supposed to
be sustained or improved to take these transformation
towards positive growth. [48] Movement through good
quality space need connectivity which indicates towards the
permeability of the place. Commercial Centres should have
surrounded by small, accessible urban fabric. The fabric’s
permeability is increased by the numerous stores and
restaurants that ensure safety and security by providing
through-site connections. [49]

Commercial Centres in Sub-Urban Towns are more
prone to Transformation, especially in the state like West
Bengal, which experienced constructive improvement in
those towns. [50] The major characteristic of trade and
commerce in Sub-Urban Towns is retail, and the spatial
manifestations of organized retail are Commercial Centres.
[51] In today’s context, the study of said Transformation in
the developed state like West Bengal, becomes crucial
because, the overall urban growth of these towns of West
Bengal, are poorly taken into consideration, which leads the
Transformation towards chaotic development. [52] [53]

On the basis of literature survey a comparative analysis
of studies related to Transformation of Commercial
Centres, mostly contextual to Sub-Urban Towns. The key
insights revolve around contextual drivers, type of
interventions, parameters affected and the outcomes.
Among the studied literature, in 77.7% cases
Transformation has occurred without control and
intervention, has led to negative direction, in terms of
decreased footfall or environmental degradation.
\According to the findings some positive Transformation
factors are, planned intervention with infrastructure focus
[54][55], integrated governance and participatory planning
[56][57], attention to economic, social and environmental
balance. There are some negative Transformation factors,
such as, Lack of intervention/market driven growth
[58][59], disregard for socio-cultural identity or built form
context [60][61] and malls overpowering traditional
markets, and thus reducing local vibrancy.
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As a solution to this problem a set of strategy
recommendation in terms of development guidelines, can
control and direct the further Transformation towards
positive futuristic goals. The following, graphical
presentation (Fig.12) depicts the most frequent parameters
and sub-parameters, prevalent in the literature study, and
applicable in the context of Sub-Urban Towns, to continue
further field evaluation of the said Transformation of
Commercial Centres.

[ Transformation of Commercial Centres in Sub-Urban Towns of West Bengal ]
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Figure 6: Selected Parameters and Sub-Parameters for the study of
Transformation of Commercial Centres in Sub-Urban Towns. Source
Author 2024

III. CONCLUSION

In this perspective, on the basis of the introduction and
discussion, it is evident that the Transformation have
significant impact on the Commercial Centres in Sub-
Urban Towns, which can be studied in the context of West
Bengal.

Through this paper it can be established that the issues of
segregation of activities distributed along the built form,
resolution of conflicts on movement in and around the
spatial configuration and the issues of accessibility and
safety and security are the most generic issues related to the
study of the said Transformation of Commercial Centres.

The literature study on the Transformation of
Commercial Centres has obtained some important aspects
of the said Transformation process contextual to Sub-Urban
Towns. The factors which drive these Transformation
process towards either positive or negative direction, has
been established. The parameters affected by the
Transformation process has been identified with some sub-
parameters, which are going to be the evaluation
parameters of studying Transformation of Commercial
Centres in Sub-Urban Towns in further phase of the
research.

However in order to understand the impact of said
Transformation with more clarity, the parameters and sub-
parameters for further research should emphasize on Sense
of Place, Vitality and Permeability.
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On the basis of these Parameters and Sub-Parameters,
further related on site studies on some Sub-Urban Towns of
West Bengal will be carried out in a sequential manner to
yield data, which in future, on the basis of subsequent
analysis, may lead to the formulation of relevant strategies,
recommendations and guidelines in order to highlight the
similar Transformation towards desirable direction.
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