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Summary – This report concerns an outline planning application for retail 
development at Forest Retail Park in Thetford.  It is recommended that the 
application be approved subject to conditions.   

 
 
1.  INTRODUCTION 
This report concerns an outline planning application for a retail development at the 
Forest Retail Park, Thetford.  Outline permission was granted for this development in 
August 2006 and the current application effectively seeks to renew this consent.  The 
proposed development would comprise the erection of three non-food retail 
warehouses, including a garden centre, with a total gross floorspace of 5,574 square 
metres.  Access to the development would be gained via the existing Retail Park 
entrance and a second access formed by upgrading an existing service access road.  
Additional car parking would be provided to serve the new development.   
 
The application site forms part of the Forest Retail Park, located off London Road on 
the western outskirts of the town.  The site is presently unused and overgrown and 
extends in total to 3.5 hectares.  The site is adjoined by existing retail units to the 
south and the A11 Thetford Bypass to the north.   
 
The application is supported by a Planning Statement, Transport Assessment, Travel 
Plan, Design & Access Statement and a Flood Risk Assessment.   
 
2.  KEY DECISION 
This is not a key decision.   
 
3.  COUNCIL PRIORITIES 
The following Council priorities are relevant to this report: 

• A safe and healthy environment 

• A well planned place to live and work 
 
4.  SITE HISTORY 
There is an extant planning permission for the development of 3,252 square metres 
of retail floorspace on the application site.  This permission dates from 2000 when 
permission was also given for a block of retail units on adjacent land.   
 
Outline planning permission was granted in 2005 for the development of one retail 
unit on part of the site (in place of the unimplemented 2000 permission).   This 
permission has now expired.   An application to renew this permission was submitted 
in March 2008 and is currently being held in abeyance.   
 



Outline planning permission was granted in August 2006 for the development of the 
whole site for three retail units.  An application to renew this permission made in 
2009 was subsequently withdrawn to enable further supporting information to be 
provided. 
 
5.  CONSULTATIONS 
Thetford Town Council has objected to the application on the grounds that it would 
threaten the health and viability of the town centre.  Preference is expressed for a 
leisure use as an alternative to retail development.    
 
Norfolk County Council, as Highway Authority, has raised no objection to the 
application subject to conditions. 
 
The Highways Agency has raised no objection to the application. 
 
The Environment Agency has raised no objection subject to conditions on drainage.     
 
Natural England has made comments on the likely impact of the proposal on the 
SPA.   
 
The Senior Planning Policy Officer initially raised concerns about the likely impact of 
the proposed development on the town centre and asked that further evidence be 
provided to satisfy relevant policy tests.   
 
The Tree & Countryside Officer has identified the potential for biodiversity 
enhancements.   
 
One representation has been received from a local resident raising concerns about 
the impact of development on the town centre.   
 
6.  POLICY  
National planning policy of particular relevance is set out in PPS 4 ‘Planning for 
Sustainable Economic Growth’ and PPG 13 ‘Transport’.   At a local level, the 
following Core Strategy Policies are particularly relevant: CP7 (Town Centres), CP10 
(Natural Environment), DC12 (Trees & Landscape) and DC14 (Energy Efficiency).  
Other local documents of relevance include the Breckland Retail & Town Centre 
Study (2010) prepared by Nathaniel Lichfield & Partners (NLP) on behalf of the 
Council.  
 
7.  ASSESSMENT 
The principal issues raised by the application concern retail planning policy and the 
likely impact of development on the wellbeing of the town centre.   
 
Retail policy 
Both national and local planning policies generally encourage favourable 
consideration of economic development proposals, whilst seeking to focus new retail 
development in town centres.  Core Strategy Policy CP7 seeks to prevent large scale 
retail uses outside town centres unless it can be shown: i) that there is a need for the 
development, ii) that no sequentially preferable sites are available and iii) that no 
negative impacts on town centre viability/vitality would occur.  Under PPS4 (which 
post-dates Policy CP7), retail proposals outside town centres and allocated areas 
must satisfy the sequential site selection test and be able to demonstrate that no 
significant adverse impact on the town centre will result.   
 



Planning and Retail Statements have been submitted by the applicant in support of 
the application, providing detailed evidence and assessment in relation to the 
relevant policy tests.  Independent advice from the Council’s retail consultant, NLP, 
has been sought on the proposed development. 
 
The sequential approach to site selection requires preference to be given to central 
sites over out-of-town locations.  In order to comply with the sequential site selection 
tests, developers must show that no other suitable sites closer to the town centre are 
available.  The applicant’s assessment includes an analysis of more than a dozen 
alternative sites in and adjacent to the town centre.  Of the sites that are currently 
available, no sequentially preferable sites are considered suitable to accommodate a 
development of the nature proposed, mainly due to physical constraints, general 
suitability and availability.  Opportunities to accommodate bulky goods retail 
warehousing, with its requirements for large footprints and extensive car parking, are 
typically quite limited.  On the basis of the information provided, it is considered that 
the requirements of the sequential site selection tests have been met satisfactorily.  
This view is endorsed by the findings of the NLP appraisal of the application. 
 
PPS4 requires a number of impact tests to be applied to economic development 
proposals.  Out-of-centre retail proposals should be refused permission where there 
is evidence that significant harm would result to the health and wellbeing of nearby 
town centres.  Information provided by the applicant suggests that the impacts on the 
town centre would not be significant, with trade being diverted mainly from other out-
of-town stores.  The applicant estimates that the additional floorspace proposed (over 
and above that covered by the extant permission) would divert £0.77million from the 
town centre, a relatively minor negative impact of -2.5%.   However, in order to 
comply with PPS4 it is necessary to consider also the likely effects of the proposals 
as a whole and their cumulative impact with existing commitments and proposals 
elsewhere in the town (including the new Wickes store and the proposed extension to 
Tesco).  Based on the assessments undertaken by NLP on behalf of the Council, it is 
estimated that the proposals for additional retail units at Forest Retail Park, together 
with commitments elsewhere, would divert £3.8million from the town centre. Whilst 
this represents a more significant negative impact of -10%, evidence indicates that 
this cumulative impact will be offset by the overall growth of expenditure in the area.  
Taking into account proposals and commitments, it is estimated that residual 
comparison turnover in the town centre would be £34.9million in 2013, compared to a 
figure of £34.1million in 2010.  Expenditure is forecast to grow further by 2016 to 
£40.6million.  The cumulative impact of the application proposals and existing 
commitments should not, therefore, harm the long term viability of the town centre or 
result in significant shop closures.  This view is endorsed by the findings of the NLP 
appraisal of the application. 
 
Other matters 
Transport   
Previous proposals for additional development at Forest Retail Park have given rise 
to concerns about access arrangements, particularly from existing traders.  The 
proposal to provide a second public access seeks to address these concerns by 
providing relief from peak time congestion at the main entrance.  Based on 
information provided, including additional traffic modelling, it is considered that this 
arrangement would provide a satisfactory means of access.  The surrounding road 
network is considered to be suitable for the additional traffic likely to be generated by 
the proposed development, as confirmed by the Highway Authority and the Highways 
Agency.  The Highway Authority has requested that opportunities to improve bus 
services to the Retail Park be explored and the applicant has agreed to pursue this 
further (this could be covered by a suitably worded planning condition).   



 
Local character 
The proposed development would not be particularly prominent in local views being 
set well back from the London Road and screened by existing trees from the A11 to 
the north.  The overall scale and location of the buildings shown on indicative plans 
submitted would be compatible with nearby development and the character of the 
surroundings.  Detailed design issues can be dealt with at the reserved matters 
stage. 
 
Ecology 
The application site is located within 50 metres of the boundary of the Breckland 
SPA.  It is not considered, however, that the development will have any significant 
effects as the development would be effectively screened by existing development 
from areas capable of supporting stone curlews.  Proposals for the enhancement of 
biodiversity within the site could be secured by planning condition. 
 
Renewable energy 
In order to address the requirements of Core Strategy Policy DC14, at least 10% of 
the energy requirements of the proposed development must be met from renewable 
or low carbon sources.  Given that the application is in outline form, detailed 
proposals for energy use have not been provided.  However, the requirements of 
policy can be addressed by a suitably worded planning condition.   
 
8.  RECOMMENDATION 
It is recommended that outline planning permission  is granted subject to conditions 
relating to retail floorspace limits, goods restrictions, landscaping, biodiversity 
enhancement, tree protection, access, parking/servicing, travel planning, energy use, 
drainage and ground contamination. 
 
 

 


