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Matter 3:  Working in the North West

Matter 3B:  Retail
(i)
Have the appropriate centres been listed in Policy W5?
According to the White Young Green Town Centre Assessment Study of June 2005, conducted on behalf of the North West Regional Assembly, [SLD/NWTAR/9, url: http://rpg.nwra.gov.uk/documents/index.php?group_id=116&expand=115],  despite government efforts which began in the mid 199Os to reverse the trend for out-of-town retail and leisure developments, “at the turn of the century, evidence appears to demonstrate that the proportion of out-of-centre development is actually increasing whilst in-centre development is decreasing” (para. 2.05, page 5).  And:  “Although the rate of out-of town development is not as great as the early 1990s, the upward drift in out-of-town retail development (such as retail warehouses) that has set in since 1999 needs to be treated with considerable caution as it will impact on protected town centres” (para. 3.05, page 14). 

This situation emphasises the need for strong regional urban renaissance policies (not just in relation to retailing) in order to: 

· reverse the continuing upward drift to out-of-town development

· achieve the sustainable development aims expressed in national policies and in the Urban and Rural White Papers
· reduce pressure on the countryside
· reduce the need to travel and 
· reduce CO2 emissions.

The North West Transport Activists Roundtable (NW TAR) endorse the appropriateness of Manchester (assuming this includes Salford) and Liverpool city centres continuing to function as the main regional centres but are puzzled by the list in draft Policy W5 of locations below that level.   

Table 3.1 of the White Young Green (WYG) study lists 22 other centres in addition to Manchester and Liverpool (para. 3.06, page 15).  These, it explains, are featured because Promis, a leading property research company, holds detailed information on these “top 24 towns”.  However, draft Policy W5 also includes Kendal and Northwich (not in the Promis list) but not Widnes which appears in the “recommended” list in Table 3.22 on page 47 of the RSS technical appendix.  
It is not at all clear why the market towns of Kendal and Northwich have been listed in Policy W5, but not market towns like Knutsford, Nantwich, Clitheroe and Carnforth – or for that matter many of the other ‘Key Service Centres’ proposed in the Settlement Hierarchy in Table 7.1 on page 19 of Draft RSS.  Nor why Southport should be on the list but not St. Annes which also has a high retail offer.
In fact, WYG - in Appendix 8 to the Town Centre Assessment Study report - throw some doubt on the criteria used by Promis.   They say:  “There are limitations with regard to the definitions adopted by Promis” (Table 1:  Key issues relating to the methodology/ assumptions adopted).  In addition, WYG - in the same table - explain that another source they have used - GOAD - does not use the same definition of a town centre as that defined by all Local Planning Authorities.  
Judging by the frequent references throughout the main report by the consultants to constraints under which they operated, it is assumed insufficient NWRA funds were available to commission a more fulsome study which would have ironed out the many inconsistencies.

The NWRA is also guilty of further adding to the inconsistencies by indicating in their statement to the EIP Panel on this ‘matter’ that they would be happy for the EIP Panel to add Workington and Whitehaven to the W5 list because of their need for regeneration.  On that basis, it is hard to see why Darwen, Skelmersdale or Halton Lea (Runcorn) should not be included or why the NWRA is not as keen for Ellesmere Port to be included as it is for Workington and Whitehaven.  It is also unclear where thriving retail areas in South Manchester like Didsbury, Wilmslow,  Sale and Hale fit into the equation.  And, most importantly - as the Environment Agency point out – no sustainability criteria appear to have featured anywhere.

In view of the deficiencies outlined above in the base information and the resulting unevenness of draft Policy W5, it is apparent that this policy, in common with the one on key service centres, is not yet properly formed.  
It should also be noted that there is a glaring omission in the policy.  This is the lack of a specific reference to the need for sustainable transport links into and out of the retail centres from surrounding areas.
(ii)
Should a more hierarchical approach be adopted?

Planning Policy Statement 6, Planning for Town Centres, requires that there should be hierarchies (para. 2.9, pages 8 & 9).  This overrides any advice the NWRA have received from consultants on the matter.   
So, clear sets of criteria for different levels need to be developed which include sustainability assessments and these should incorporate – as the Environment Agency advises – mode of travel and catchment areas.
In re-working this policy (and also the key service centres policy) and drawing up sufficiently sophisticated and sustainable criteria, consideration should be given to combining Policy W5 and Table 7.1 so that the whole approach is much more holistic.  There is certainly a case to be made for melding the two together. 
(iii)
Is the floor space requirement shown in Table 8.4 realistic?

Appendix 8 to the White Young Green Town Centre Assessment Study conducted for the NWRA, ie. ‘Assumptions of the Study’, reveals that the consultants used the population data from the 2001 Census, but chose a base year date of 2005 and that projections are trend-based rather than planning based.  (Table 1: Key issues relating to the methodology/assumptions adopted).  Also, in common with virtually all long term projections, it is evident from this table that several of the criteria chosen for making judgements are subject to significant variables in either direction.  In other words, forecasting over this extended period of time (15 years) is a very difficult and uncertain process.  

The outcome of this, far from robust, process is a policy which proposes a four-fold increase in floor space requirements between 2010 and 2020.  (Table 8.4, page 26).  The North West TAR maintain that the case for such a phenomenal increase in retail floor space has not been made.  And the case is weakened further by the continuing sharp rise in internet shopping, mail order shopping and other modes of trading such as television shopping channels and car boot sales.  
Even White Young Green consultants admit:  “It is too early to tell what effect increasing use of the internet for shopping and just-in time delivery will have on the size and location of retail businesses” (para. 2.22, page 9).  
Moreover, the RSS EIP Panel should note that the retail capacity assessment made by White Young Green does not include special forms of trading or the scope of vacant floor space to absorb future retail capacity.  See extract below from Appendix 8 of the WYG Study – ‘Assumptions of the Study’.

Table 1:  Key Issues Relating to the Methodology/ Assumptions Adopted

“Special forms of trading (SFT) …  relate to expenditure on goods from catalogue, mail order and internet shopping.  Mapinfo estimate that SFT account for 7% of all comparison goods expenditure.  The retail capacity assessment contained in this report has excluded SFT”.

And also:

“Retail capacity.  Given the resources available for this study, WYG have not examined the scope of vacant floor space to absorb future retail capacity”.
The retail market is changing and new methods of selling are replacing traditional ones.  Floor space is no longer the critical factor it once was and it certainly should not be treated in the out-moded ‘predict and provide’ way being proposed here because of its implications for land use.   The evidence-base for this policy needs to be expanded and up-dated and so does the policy itself - in a way which treats land as a finite resource and which recognises changing retail patterns. 
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