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Report of: Mark Kiddle-Morris, Executive Member for Assets and Strategic Development 
 
To:    Local Plan Working Group 11th December 2014 
 
Author:  Iain Withington, Planning Policy Team Leader, (Capita) 
 
Subject: Breckland Retail Study 2014 
 
Purpose: The purpose of this report is to present the Working Group with the outcomes 

of the Breckland Retail Study.  
 

 
Recommendation(s): It is recommended that the Working Group consider the 
consultant’s report and accept this as part of the evidence base for the Local Plan  
 

 
1.0 BACKGROUND   
 
1.1 As part of the updating of the evidence base required to inform the emerging Local Plan the 

Council commissioned Nathaniel Lichfield and Partners (NLP) to produce a comprehensive 
update to the 2010 Retail study. The report is attached in Appendix A, 

 
1.2 The purpose of the study is to: 

• Update this evidence in light of changes in national policy, in particular the requirements 
of the NPPF and recent changes to permitted development rights and retail and leisure 
trends 

• Refresh the evidence base to aid the implementation of the Local Plan up to its end 
date of 2031/36 through provision of a new household survey, expenditure forecasts 
and floorspace projections  

• Review the existing retail hierarchy advising if it is still appropriate  

• Identification of and advice on addressing any deficiencies in provision and potential 
new planning policy  

• Advise on the scope of growth and the most appropriate locations for future 
development and the balance between centres, along with future policy options to 
address the identified needs 

• The potential for leisure and other town centre uses in the district 

• Provide guidance for considering planning applications and proposals for retail and all 
main town centre uses over the plan period 

 
1.3 The study provides robust and sound baseline evidence to inform the preparation of the 

Council’s emerging single Local Plan and will be a tool for the Council to make informed 
choices about the nature and extent of retail growth to be accommodated throughout the 
district in the future. In particular, it will play a key role in guiding the spatial vision and 
strategic objectives set in the Local Plan in the context of predicted population growth over 
the plan period. 

   
1.4 This report summarises the key findings of the study  
 

Breckland Retail Study  
 
1.5 The study identifies the following recent trends: The speed of recovery in the economy 

since the economic downturn suggests that past rates of growth are unlikely to be achieved 



in the short (up to 2021) to medium term (2021 – 2026). Nationally in the past, expenditure 
growth has fuelled growth in retail floorspace, including the requirements for out of centre 
development and the need for modern retail floorspace (over 200 sqm)1. It is expected that 
there will be limited national growth up to 2015 in the convenience sector, with 0.8% growth 
predicted per annum thereafter. In the comparison sector this national growth is predicted 
to be slightly higher at 2.9% per annum after 2015, these however are still at a lower rate 
than previous pre-recession trends. Low expenditure growth and deflationary pressures in 
the non food sector have had an impact on the high street in the last few years with national 
vacancy rates increasing from 10% to 12%. The study identifies that these national trends 
are mirrored in Breckland. Vacancy rates are reported as below the national average in all 
five market towns - Thetford 11.8%, Dereham 11.2%, Swaffham 10.8%, Watton 7.4% and 
Attleborough 2.9%. On average this is a vacancy rate of 9.5% across all 5 market towns, up 
slightly from 8.6% in 2010 when the national average vacancy rate was 11.4%. 

 
1.6 On line shopping has experienced rapid growth since the late 1990’s; however this remains 

a low proportion of over-all expenditure levels, though it is growing. The internet’s national 
share of retail expenditure is reported as approximately 14%. The updated study found that 
5.2% of the population in Breckland do most of their non food shopping on the internet 
while 1.9% of households reported that they did their last main food and grocery shopping 
via the internet.  This was up from 1.7% and 0.7% reported in the 2010 retail study. It is 
expected that these trends will increase and continue to outpace growth in traditional forms 
of spending. It is however important to note that not all form of e-tailing result in the 
exclusion of expenditure from the retail capacity analysis as some retailers operate a click 
and collect service, therefore, the growth in on line sales may not always mean there is a 
reduction in the need for retail floorspace. The study makes an allowance for future 
expenditure growth in e-tailing based on Experian projections and further details are 
contained in the appendix 1 of the study.  

 
1.7 The town centre audits are detailed in the appendix 5 to the study indicate that across the 

board the number of comparison shops has fallen since 2010, while the number of non–
retail A1 services2 and A2 uses has increased3. The growth in non retail services has 
helped to prevent an increase in the vacancy rate. The Charity sector has grown steadily 
over the past 20 years and the proportion of charity shops in comparison to the national 
average across the centres remains relatively high. Thetford has 6 charity units 
representing 15.8 % of comparison units., Dereham has 13 units representing 14.1% of 
comparison units, Swaffham 4 units representing 9.1% of comparison units , Watton 6 units 
representing 20% Comparison units and Attleborough has 5 charity units which represent 
16.1% of comparison units in the town centre. The national average is 8.4% of comparison 
units in town centres.  

 
1.8 The continuation of these trends will influence future operator requirements in Breckland’s 

centres with smaller units becoming less attractive for new multiple occupiers, and retailers 
increasingly looking to relocate into larger units in the higher order centres. However 
independent retailers remain the majority of occupiers in Attleborough, Swaffham and 
Watton and smaller units should remain attractive to these traders and non-retail services. 

 
1.9 The study utilises Experian’s most recent expenditure forecasts in order to help establish 

the level of available expenditure to support retailers. In the short term the forecasts reflect 
the current economic circumstances and provide for convenience shopping -0.6% 2012-
2013, -0.3% for 2013 and 2014, +0.1% for 2014-2015; for comparison goods: 3.2% for 
2012-2013, 2.3%for 2013-2014 and 2.8% for the 2014-2015 period. For the longer term 

                                            
1
 Breckland Retail Study 2014, para 3.24 

2
 E.g.  hairdressers, travel agents and other A1 uses that do not sell comparison/convenience goods. 

3
 E.g.  financial and professional services. 



growth (post 2015) average the study utilises Experian’s long term growth averages of 
0.8% per annum for convenience goods and 2.9% per annum growth for comparison 
goods. This is considered a relatively cautious approach but realistic. The challenge for 
Breckland’s town centres will be on how to best capitalise on this growth by securing much 
needed investment. The outflow of expenditure from the district, particularly comparisons 
goods, is significant. In order to retain expenditure there will be continued scope for centres 
to diversify, e.g. the promotion of the evening economy, leisure and entertainment and 
more focus on service and convenient service. Comparison growth as the driver will be 
harder to attract given its propensity to locate in higher order centres however the study 
concludes that there will be a requirement to build more retail floorspace within Breckland’s 
town centres’ not just to boost choice but to compete effectively with other centres and to 
secure investment. The delivery of town centre redevelopment opportunities will be key. 

 
 Retail Hierarchy 
 
1.10 Through the National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) Local Plans are expected to 

define a network and hierarchy of centres that is resilient to anticipated future economic 
changes. The NLP study reviewed the shopping hierarchy and concluded that Thetford and 
Dereham are the main shopping destinations in Breckland. These are followed by 
Attleborough, Swaffham and Watton which perform a more local shopping function with 
limited comparison trade and then the Local Service Centres, which provide for basic 
everyday need. In terms of the regional position, Norwich, Peterborough and Ipswich are 
regional/sub-regional centres. Kings Lynn and Bury St Edmonds are second tier centres 
while Dereham and Thetford are indentified as third tier centres comparable to Ely, Diss, 
Stowmarket and Wisbeach. Swaffham and Attleborough are fourth tier centres at a similar 
level to that of Fakenham. The study concludes that Dereham and Thetford should continue 
to be designated as the main town centres within the district.  Attleborough, Swaffham and 
Watton should continue to be designated medium town centres serving local need, though 
Attleborough has the potential to serve a wider catchment due in part to the proposed 
urban extension. 

 
Retail Need Assessment  

 
1.11 In line with the requirements of the NPPF the NLP study assesses the quantitative and 

qualitative scope for new retail floorspace up until 2036. The qualitative analysis is based 
upon the district study area, which covers the primary catchment areas of the main 
shopping destinations in Breckland. In setting the extent of the study area consideration is 
given to the influence of existing centres outside the district boundary. As mentioned above 
the level of available expenditure is based on first establishing per capita levels of spending 
in the study area population. A survey of consumer habits was undertaken in July 2014. 
The total turnover of shops within the district is estimated using the 2014 household survey 
derived penetration rates/market share. For convenience shopping turnover estimates are 
then compared to average company benchmark or average sales floorspace densities. This 
allows the identification of potential surplus or deficit capacity for retail floorspace or under-
trading/over-trading comparisons. The study then applies company average sales densities 
to the net sales area and a benchmark turn over for each store has been calculated4. For 
smaller shops average sales densities are not widely available and the study adopts an 
average sales density of £5,000 per sqm net. For comparison goods the study adopts 
£5,000 sqm net and £2,500 sqm for retail warehousing. 

 
 

 
 

                                            
4
  Appendix 1 table 12 



Convenience Shopping  
 
1.12 Breckland’s market share of convenience expenditure is estimated at 77%. Overall this is a 

high retention rate and there remains only limited potential to increase this level of 
retention. However the trading levels within the towns varies greatly. In Thetford it is 
estimated that the convenience shops are trading 16.7% above benchmark turnover. This 
may go some way as to explain why there is interest from other retailers to open new 
stores. The commitments from new stores with planning permission are taken into 
consideration in the study from 2016 onwards.  If these stores do not come forward then 
there is potentially extra capacity. By comparison in Swaffham, there is a significant 
expenditure deficit with foodstores trading at up to 50% less than expected benchmark 
levels. This deficit remains for the whole of the plan period reducing from £-30.7m in 2014 
to -£21.87m in 2036. This is represented as a zero requirement for new floorspace in the 
capacity tables. This is in part due to the new Tesco store, which is expected to increase 
market share in the future. In Dereham convenience floorspace is estimated to currently 
trade 8% above benchmark levels. In Watton with the extended Tesco trading is estimated 
to be around benchmark turnover while in Attleborough proportionally it is estimated that 
convenience floorspace is trading 36% above benchmark turnover however once the retail 
commitment on the Banham Poultry site at Station Road is factored in, it is not until 2026 
that there is an identified expenditure surplus available to support new floorspace. The 
Summary of Convenience floorspace projections are detailed in the table below. 

  

Additional Convenience Retail Floorspace, (Sqm net) Location  

2014-2021 2021-20126 2026-2036 Total 2014- 
2036 

Thetford 0 346 1,447 1,793 

Dereham 645 296 658 1,599 

Swaffham 0 0 0 0 

Watton 0 60 155 215 

Attleborough 0 369 797 1,166 

Other Breckland 0 24 62 86 

Total 645 1,095 3,119 4,859 
These projections take into account population growth within the SUE of Thetford and Attleborough. 

 
1.13 The assessment shows that there is potential capacity for retail floor space over and above 

planned commitments, but that the provision should be carefully directed. Swaffham has an 
over provision of convenience floorspace for the foreseeable future. Watton has very limited 
capacity to support new development, while Attleborough, Dereham and Thetford have 
some limited capacity, once commitments are taken into consideration. There is also limited 
capacity showing for the remaining district outside of the 5 main centres. 
 
Comparison Shopping  
 

1.14 Breckland’s market share of comparison expenditure is estimated at less than 43%. This 
has not changed significantly since 2010, (43%). Overall there are high levels of “leakage”. 
The ability to increase market share of comparison goods will be constrained by the 
proximity of larger centres in the sub-region.  There is no evidence to suggest that existing 
comparison sales floorspace is overtrading anywhere in the district, or that there is surplus 
comparison expenditure available to support new development at present. On balance the 
report in paragraph 4.40 concludes that ...“ existing floorspace in the district is trading, at 
best satisfactorily in difficult, but improving market conditions”... In the face of increasing 
competition from nearby centres the study concludes that it would be appropriate and 
realistic to plan to maintain market shares across the district whilst maintaining the vitality 



and viability of the town centres5 This would necessitate some planned growth in the latter 
stages of the plan period as within Breckland as a whole, retail commitments will absorb 
expenditure growth up to and beyond 2016. 

 
1.15 Thetford and Dereham are the main comparison shopping centres and provide a 

reasonable range of comparison shops including a selection of retail warehousing. It is 
likely that Thetford and Dereham will remain the most likely locations for growth in this form 
of trading. The study predicts that development to meet the capacity floorspace projections 
will retain the districts market share of comparison expenditure in and will help to maintain 
this share in the future.  

 
The Summary of Comparison floorspace projections are detailed below. 

  

Additional Comparison Retail Floorspace (Sqm net) Location  

2014-2021 2021-20126 2026-2036 Total 2014- 
2036 

Thetford 52 1,749 3,593 5,394 

Dereham 370 913 1,992 3,275 

Swaffham 50 113 246 409 

Watton 129 204 435 768 

Attleborough 0 383 1,121 1,504 

Other Breckland 5 20 45 65 

Total 606 3,382 7,432 11,415 
These projections take into account population growth within the SUE of Thetford and Attleborough. 

 
 Town Centre and Retail Strategy  
 
1.16 The recently published Planning Practice Guidance (PPG) places emphasis on developing 

strategies for town centres that are appropriate and realistic to the role of the centres in the 
retail hierarchy. Town centre strategies should be based on the current state of a centre 
and opportunities to meet development needs (in full). Supporting the vitality and viability of 
town centres remains a key objective of national retail policy and the Local Plan Issues and 
Options consultation document explores the setting of an Impact Threshold for retail leisure 
and or office provision. The NLP study supports the position put forward in the Issues and 
Options Consultation document. NLP recommend that the impact of edge of centre and out 
of centre retail and leisure proposals should be assessed against a locally defined 
threshold rather than that default national floorspace threshold which it concludes is 
inappropriate given the local scale of the capacity /floorspace projections. 

 
1.17 A reduced impact threshold of 500 sq m gross is recommended for Swaffham, Watton and 

Attleborough and the local service centres. In Dereham and Thetford the floorspace 
projections are generally higher and the centres larger, capable of absorbing more trade 
diversion and impact. NLP recommends a higher impact threshold of 1,000 sq m gross. 
The default threshold detailed in the NPPF is 2,500 sq m.  
 
SUE / Neighbourhood Shops  
 

1.18 The report advisers that around 700 sq m of the capacity in the 5 towns could be used to 
provide floorspace in existing local centres / parades within the urban areas, through the re 
occupation of vacant units/expansion. Larger proposals need to be subject to sequential 
and impact tests6 
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 Paragraph 4.54 &7.10 

6
 Section 7.31 



1.19 In relation to the SUE’s the report advisers that the two urban extensions could 
accommodate around 3,400 sq m gross of Class A1 retail floorspace.7 However it goes on 
to advise that although the population with a strategic urban extension of these sizes may 
be able to support a local centre, it is important that the shops themselves are viable and 
be capable of being delivered. Typically local centres serving small catchments would 
primarily serve top up food shopping needs, and be made up of small units8 such as local 
butchers, newsagent’s chemist, hairdressers etc. Local shopping on this scale would not be 
capable of meeting both main and top up convenience shopping and provision should 
generally not be large convenience stores but stores that are appropriate in terms of scale 
and position in the development. The study recommends that the Thetford SUE could 
accommodate up to 2,500 sq m gross floorspace A1-A5 Class, while at Attleborough the 
proposed Extension could accommodate up to 2,000 sqm gross A1- A5 Class. The precise 
scale and mix of A1-A5 uses would however require more detailed work. 
 
Qualitative Assessment  
 

1.20 In conjunction with the quantitative review of the theoretical capacity to support floor space 
based on population the study also considered the qualitative need. i.e. deficiencies, 
competition, choice, expenditure retention and leakage, overtrading, quality of existing 
provision etc. The conclusion was that there is no qualitative deficiency in existing/proposed 
foodstore development in Thetford, Dereham or Attleborough and that Swaffham has an 
excellent range providing for choice.  
 

 Other Town Centre Uses 
 
1.21 The report concludes that there is a relatively limited range of large scale commercial 

leisure and entertainment facilities within the district with many residents choosing to utilise 
facilities in neighbouring authorities. This is not surprising as large scale recreation requires 
large catchment populations. In terms of leisure NLP suggest that there is limited 
theoretical scope for additional cinema9, theatres, gyms and that the population growth is 
unlikely to be sufficient to support growth in other areas such as night clubs and other 
entertainment, partly due to the draw of Norwich which will constrain growth. That said it is 
important to maintain a proportion of leisure services in the district with additional 
floorspace being provided. 
 

1.22 The study identified potential for additional food and drink floorspace as per table below: 
 
Potential A3/A4/A5 sqm gross: 
 

Location  Total 2014- 
2036 

Thetford 1,526 

Dereham 496 

Swaffham 106 

Watton 89 

Attleborough 1,050 

Other Breckland 446 

Total 3,715 

 

                                            
7
 Local retail provision is included in the overall capacity figures / floorspace projections for each town 

8
 280 sqm gross under the Sunday Trading Act 

9
 Above the existing 3 screen cinema in Dereham and the proposed 3 screen development in Thetford at the 

former Anchor Hotel site. 



The policy recommendations are to restrict retail and leisure development outside the 
defined town centres where it fails the sequential test and or impact test, except where it 
meets a local need. 
 
Potential Development Opportunities  
 

1.23 The NPPF states that when planning for growth in their town centres LPA’s should allocate 
a range of suitable sites to meet the scale and type of development deeded. To produce a 
sound plan it is important that through the Local Plan that the needs of retail and other town 
centre uses are met in full and not compromised by limited site availability. The report goes 
on to review and update the existing stock of known potential sites from the 2010 retail 
study.  These are detailed in section 6 of the NLP report – Accommodating Growth. 

 
2.0 OPTIONS 
 
2.1 There are two options available for Members: 

• Option 1 is for Members to endorse the findings of the study and accept the Retail 
Study, and any Member comments as part of the evidence base. 

• Option 2 is for Members not to endorse the findings of the study. 
 

3.0 REASONS FOR RECOMMENDATION(S) 
 
3.1 It is recommended that the Council endorse Option 1 set out above. This will see the study 

become part of the evidence base for the preparation of the Local Plan 
 
4.0 EXPECTED BENEFITS 
 
4.1 The NPPF requires Local Authorities to prepare Local Plans. The Study will be used to 

inform the drafting of policies and proposals within the District’s emerging Local Plan. It will 
also be used to inform decisions on planning applications. 

 
5.0 IMPLICATIONS 
 
5.1 Carbon Footprint / Environmental Issues 
 
5.1.1 It is the opinion of the Report Author that there are no implications. 
 
5.2 Constitution & Legal 
 
5.2.1 None 
 
5.3 Contracts 
 
5.3.1 It is the opinion of the Report Author that there are no implications. 
 
5.4 Corporate Priorities 
 
5.4.1 This Local Plan aligns with the following corporate priorities: 

• To have pride in Breckland 
• To develop stronger communities 
• To support our local economy 

 
5.5 Crime and Disorder  
 
5.5.1 It is the opinion of the Report Author that there are no implications. 



 
5.6 Equality and Diversity / Human Rights 
 
5.6.1 It is the opinion of the Report Author that there are no implications. 
 
5.7 Financial  
 
5.7.1 It is the opinion of the Report Author that there are no implications. 
 
5.8 Risk Management  
 
5.8.1 Should the Council not accept the findings of the Retail study, there is a risk to the Local 

Plan timetable as further evidence would need to be prepared.  There are further risks to 
the assessment of potential applications as the current 2010 retail study could be 
considered out of date. 

 
5.9 Staffing 
 
5.9.1 It is the opinion of the Report Author that there are no implications. 
  
5.10 Stakeholders / Consultation / Timescales 
 
5.10.1 The study was informed by a NEMs telephone survey.  
  
6.0 WARDS/COMMUNITIES AFFECTED 
 
6.1 All wards in Breckland will be affected by the Local Plan. The aim is that this report will 

contribute to the setting of an updated retail strategy for the district through the emerging 
Local Plan  

 
7.0 ACRONYMS  
 
7.1 NPPF: National Planning Policy Framework 
7.2 PPG: Planning Practice Guidance 
7.3 SUE: Sustainable Urban Extension  
7.4 NLP: Nathanial Lichfield & Partners 
 

Background papers:-  

 
Lead Contact Officer 
Name and Post: Iain Withington, Planning Policy Team Leader (Capita) 
Telephone Number: 01362 656 205 
Email: Iain.Withington@capita.co.uk 
 
Director / Officer who will be attending the Meeting  
Name and Post: Iain Withington, Planning Policy Team Leader 
 
Key Decision: No 
 
Exempt Decision: No  
 
Appendices attached to this report:  
Appendix A: Retail Study 2014 
 



 


