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Matter 3B: Retail
(i) Have the appropriate centres been listed in policy W5?

The list of the centres which should have a high quality retail offering is as uneven as is the list of 'Key Service Centres' in Table 7.1, and is markedly inconsistent with that Table.

There are some inexplicable omissions such as Wilmslow, Nantwich and Knutsford in Cheshire, Hale in Greater Manchester and Clitheroe and St. Annes in Lancashire which already have a high quality retail offering. It is unclear why it is appropriate to list places such as Altrincham & Ashton-under-Lyne but not Didsbury, Stretford or Sale.

There is also an argument for a higher quality retail offering in centres such as Todmorden, Ormskirk, Fleetwood & Morecambe in Lancashire and Whitehaven and Workington in Cumbria.   

This policy would benefit from the development of a set of functional criteria which could be used to determine which settlements should be prioritised for enhanced comparison retailing facilities, with a focus on the sustainability of increased provision, including the capacity of sustainable transport infrastructure and capacity to provide new floorspace on brownfield land within existing urban boundaries.

(ii) Should a more hierarchical approach be adopted?

If a hierarchical approach is adopted, it should be criteria-based, with a focus on sustainability.

In addition to any additional criteria used to derive a hierarchy, the criteria for retail development in the current draft policy should be retained, ie retail development should

· increase the number of independent retailers 
· not be out-of-town 
· be consistent with the scale and function of the centre 
· not undermine other centres

· meet the needs of local communities
· reduce the need to travel

· promote sustainable shopping patterns
· underpin wider regeneration initiatives 
This theme could helpfully be developed further by encouraging support (and where necessary protection) for local and village shops, and local food webs.

(iii) Is the floor space requirement shown in Table 8.4 realistic?

The floorspace requirement for 2021 is nearly four times that of 2010. It is not clear where this growth in demand will come from, eg whether it is based on an increase in population, wealth, disposable income, or some combination, or whether the demographic shift towards an older population (who are less likely to be spending significantly on a lot on comparison retail goods) has been factored in.

The source document (Town Centre Assessment Study, White Young Green, June 2005 – SLD/CPRE/9) states that comparison retail expenditure is projected to increase by 82% by 2021 (para 6.32). It then applies an average sales density of £3,500 per sq. m to this increase in expenditure. The result of this calculation is the net additional floorspace required – as noted above, an increase in floorspace of nearly 400% between 2010 and 2021. Some productivity increases are factored in, although less than consultants Experian suggest will be possible (para 6.54).

This cannot be an adequate methodology to determine the net additional floorspace required from a spatial perspective. As a basic minimum, in order to achieve the Vision and objectives, and uphold the principles of Policies DP1, RDF1-5, and indeed W5, it must be necessary to at least require environmental / urban capacity assessments to study how much extra space is likely to be available for retail floorspace, and what the likely impact of the massive expansion would be. 

Further, the unspoken assumption in Draft RSS is that if the floorspace is not available, the money will not be spent. However, an assumption that is at least as plausible is that if the floorspace is not available, productivity increases will be driven up faster and more innovative means of trading – e-commerce, etc – will be stimulated. The simplistic connection between projected expenditure and floorspace required to meet that expenditure is highly questionable. There is more than a hint of ‘predict and provide’ about this approach.
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