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28th July 2009
Richard Canovan
Dept. of Communities and Local Government
Planning for Business Team

Zone 1/J3, Eland House
Bressenden Place
London  SW1E 5DU 

Dear Sirs,

Proposed replacement for PPS 4: Planning for Prosperous Economies
The Association of North Thames Amenity Societies is a group of twenty-two amenity societies mainly in Buckinghamshire and Hertfordshire. Many of our member societies represent small market towns and similar sized settlements, experiencing significant pressure from housing growth, both in the past and in the future under the allocations in the Regional Plans. In addition, for many there are competitive pressures from nearby larger towns identified as growth points in the Regional Plans. The Association previously responded in September last year to the proposed revisions to PPS6: Planning for Town Centres and subsequently appeared before the Select Committee examining the proposed changes. Planning for town centres has now been incorporated in the proposed replacement for PPS4; our comments which follow are restricted to this element of the new guidance document.
1) Flexibility of Guidance

We previously expressed concern that the changes to the guidance in PPS 6 smacked of a ‘one size fits all’ approach. We welcome the thrust of the latest proposed guidance because it offers local planning authorities the opportunity to tailor policies to meet the specific circumstances in the settlements covered in their Local Development Frameworks.
2) Aims

The latest proposed guidance retains the four principal aims of promoting viability and vitality of town centres whilst encouraging choice and competition. While we support all four, we think that there will often be circumstances when they will not be simultaneously achievable. In these cases we think viability and vitality must rank as more important than choice and competition and this should be reflected both in local planning policies and the determination of applications. Viability and vitality are the two key factors needed to keep market towns in a good economic state, thus promoting conservation and a good quality urban environment. 
3) Impact Test

We agree with the introduction of a rigorous impact test for proposed developments. Too often at present, particularly in supermarket applications, the impact on town centre economies is glibly dismissed. However, for the test to be effective local planning authorities should not rely on applicants’ submissions, but will need to conduct their own investigations, with input from existing town centre operators and community groups such as civic societies, before determining applications. If the appropriate work has been done at the Local Development Framework (LDF) stage, this may merely mean revisiting and updating a previous study.

4) Need Test

The ‘need test’ has been moved forward in the process so that future requirements of a settlement are to be considered in detail at the LDF stage. We support that change but think there is still a case for retaining the ‘need test’ as part of planning applications, especially if circumstances change since the adoption of the LDF. If a proposal is consistent with the LDF the applicant should be required to demonstrate how it is in appropriate detail. If it is not consistent, the applicant should be required to demonstrate why the LDF is no longer relevant and why it needs to be updated.

5) Local Democracy

In theory the more detailed planning required at the LDF stage should enhance local democracy through greater community involvement. However, we are concerned that increased demands will be placed on local planning authorities at a time when their budgets will be subject to severe constraints or even cuts.
Turning to more detailed matters in the accompanying Good Practice Guide:

6) Comparison Goods Market

We accept that in most towns supermarkets will provide the bulk of convenience goods whilst some niche retailers and smaller chains in residential neighbourhoods will be successful. Also there are examples where the small limited format versions of stores operated by the supermarket chains having increased the footfall to the benefit of town centres. But we are concerned where supermarket chains seek to invade the local comparison goods market. This usually involves ‘cherry picking’ fast moving basic lines which are the foundation of small independent businesses. We think that this is a matter which should be specifically identified in the Good Practice Guide when carrying out the impact test, and that a full planning application, together with a detailed impact test, should be required for any increase in the total area, or percentage of existing area, devoted to the sale of comparison goods.
7) Linked Trips

Another matter that should be given a higher profile in the Good Practice Guide is the one of linked trips. Too often it is not possible, or not appropriate, to site a supermarket in the centre of an historic market town. In these circumstances supermarkets will be located on edge-of-centre sites. Encouraging linkage to the existing centre, comprising easy walking and cycling routes, is of vital importance if its viability is to be maintained.

8) Over-trading

Over-trading is frequently used as a reason for expanding an existing store, but we find the method of assessing it unsatisfactory. It appears to rely on demonstrating that business returns exceed the average for that national chain, leading in many cases to nonsensical results. It would help if the Good Practice Guide contained a more realistic method for both determining whether ‘over-trading’ is happening and a means of calculating the extent.      
Yours faithfully,

A.A.Sangster
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