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Dear Rebecca 

Planning Application Reference 3PL/2021/0032/F 

Development of Single Storey Foodstore (Use Class E - Retail) with Associated Car Parking, and 

Landscape Works; and 45 Dwellings (Class C3) with Associated Open Space and Highways 

Introduction 

 

We write further to our Appraisal of Retail and Town Centre Policy Issues (the Appraisal) dated June 2021 

in respect of the above application. The purpose of this note is to respond to matters raised in 

correspondence from MRPP dated 26th July 2021, written on behalf of Tesco Stores Limited. 

 

MRPP’s response relates to two principal matters: 

 

1. The impact on town centre trading conditions; and 

2. The proper interpretation of development plan and national policies relating to the site. 

 

This letter concentrates on item (1) above, and we understand the remaining planning policy matters will 

be dealt with by the local authority as part of the wider planning considerations in determining the 

application. 

 

In querying the findings of the Council and Nexus, MRPP do not reference the conclusions made in respect 

of the sequential test or the first part of the impact test relating to the potential impact on the investment 

within the defined centres. As such, we concentrate solely on the second part of the impact test below – 

the impact of the proposal on the vitality and viability of defined centres. 

 

Considerations 

 

It was Nexus’ view, that despite the underestimation of trade diversion from the Tesco store in Watton town 

centre presented by Rapleys, and that the impact would be significantly higher than that stated in the 

application documents, on balance, we considered that the overall impact on the vitality and viability of the 

centre would not be significant.  

http://www.nexusplanning.co.uk/
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In coming to the above conclusion, we considered the following key matters were of principal importance: 

 

i) That despite the high level of trade diversion impact on the existing Tesco store within Watton town 

centre, we were not of the view that the store would close as a result of the proposal. No evidence had 

been provided to counter this conclusion by any individual operator; 

ii) Although there may be an element of reduced linked-trips between the Tesco and the wider town 

centre offer, we do not consider this would be at a level which could result in a significant adverse 

impact on the centre as a whole. This is particularly the case given the nature of Watton and the 

potential for a shopper to visit the proposed foodstore and still visit the town centre, despite it being 

further from the centre. This is because given the proposed foodstore’s offer, it does not stop the need 

for residents to visit facilities such as a pharmacy, DIY shop, opticians, Post Office and so on.  

In this regard, we note the findings of the Inspector in considering an appeal against the refusal of 

planning permission for an out of centre food supermarket development in Newport, Shropshire (PINS 

reference APP/C3240/A/11/2167505). Paragraph 43 of the Inspector’s report finds that: 

‘…bearing in mind the relatively small amount of comparison goods floorspace in the new foodstore and 

the variety of specialist offer in the town centre there is no reason to believe that people would not 

continue to visit [the centre] even though this may be by car or in a separate trip.’ 

iii) The proposal does have the potential to draw trade back into Watton as a whole, and therefore increase 

the level of available expenditure to support existing facilities on the high street; and 

iv) Watton town centre appears to be performing well despite the wider implications of COVID-19 and is 

considered to be a relatively vital and viable centre. In this regard, we do not consider that the 

implications of the proposal would be to have a significant adverse impact on the performance of the 

other existing operators within the town centre. It is our view that the centre would continue to still 

perform its localised role in meeting day-to-day convenience, comparison and service needs, as 

demonstrated by the current offer within the centre. 

We note that MRPP raise concerns in respect of the above four matters, and as such, we provide further 

commentary below which we hope seeks to address the concerns, and provide additional justification to 

support our previous conclusions made. 

 

The Potential Closure of Existing Stores and Impact on Linked Trips 

 

We disagree that the closure of stores is not a pertinent consideration when providing a professional 

judgement in respect of the implications of a proposal on the vitality and viability of a defined centre.  

 

Whilst the test seeks a consideration of the impact on the overarching vitality and viability of the centre, 

which of course includes a range of considerations such as loss of footfall, a key consideration is also 

whether a development could have the potential to result in a closure of a retailer which would in turn result 

in an increase in the vacancy rate. This is one of a series of clear indicators which may influence a decision 

or recommendation as to the compliance (or not) with policy.  

 

Indeed, this was a matter considered in detail by Inspector Christina Downes as part of the called-in appeal 

decision at Meols Cop in South port (reference APP/M4320/V/15/3002637).  
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In that case, Inspector Downes considers at paragraph 379 that: 

 

‘The wider town centre also includes a number of small convenience stores, mixed-use shops and Morrisons, 

Asda and Lidl. The combined impact on convenience and comparison turnover would be just over 8% and the 

convenience impact would be around 23% in 2019. Apart from the Lord Street Sainsbury’s this would fall mainly 

on Asda and Morrisons, which would trade at around 76% and 80% of their company averages respectively in 

2019. However, there is no evidence or allegation that either would close or become unviable. It is appreciated 

that there are other small shops that would also have their turnover reduced but these generally provide a local 

service and, again, there is no suggestion that there would be closures as a result. Whether or not the stores 

outside the PSA enjoy specific policy protection, the main point is that local consumer choice and trade would 

not diminish if the proposed development went ahead’. 

 

We have not been provided with any evidence to suggest that a direct result of the proposal would be to 

result in a closure or closures within the town centre, or that a business or operation would become unviable.  

 

In any event, in coming to our conclusion in respect of the magnitude of impact on the town centre, we 

have given full consideration to the wider potential implications of the loss of expenditure from the Tesco 

store (and other convenience stores) on the wider town centre. In this regard, given that the proposed 

foodstore would have a relatively narrow offer and residents would still have the need to visit defined 

centres in the catchment to access other goods and services, then linked-trips will still likely take place on 

foot or by car as part of a single journey. 

 

MRPP state that the level of linkage with other shops and services will be much higher between the Tesco 

and the remainder of the centre, and the proposed foodstore and the centre.  

 

We agree that the level of potential linked-trips between the Tesco and the proposed store would differ 

and that simply due to the location of the Tesco, the propensity for linked-trips would be higher between 

the Tesco and the town centre.  

 

However, we do not consider the potential loss in linked-trips and associated loss of expenditure from the 

wider town centre to be at the level stated by MRPP given the likelihood of shoppers to still need to come 

into the centre to meet their other retail, leisure and service needs. The same applies for those shoppers 

who may choose to shop at the new proposed foodstore, and also decide to visit the existing Tesco due to 

the qualitatively different offer between the two.  

 

In short, not all of the expenditure lost from the Tesco store will also be lost from the wider town centre, 

and it is this consideration that has led us to come to a professional judgement that we do not consider the 

impact on the wider town centre offer to be significantly adverse. In coming to our conclusion, we have 

given full consideration to these wider implications and it is Nexus’ professional judgement that the impact 

would not be significant. 

 

Drawing Trade Back Into Watton 

 

MRPP query the level of expenditure which may be drawn back into the centre as a result of the proposal, 

stating that the contribution to the town centre from linked trips expenditure from ‘new to Watton’ 

shopping trips will be very small. They do not go so far as stating that there will not be a benefit to the town 

centre as a result of the proposal. 

 

In this regard, it is clear that Watton is dominated by one single foodstore which serves residents’ main 

food shopping needs. Whilst we queried Rapleys’ initial trade diversion figure from the existing Tesco store 
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to the proposal as being too low, and that it could be approaching 30 to 40% of the proposal’s turnover 

given its dominance in the catchment area, this does indicate that the development has the real potential 

to draw trade back into the settlement from other existing operators outside of Watton. There can be no 

dispute that some residents within Watton are choosing to shop elsewhere given the lack of choice of 

convenience offer within the town. The provision of a new store, which will also seek to provide for residents’ 

main food shopping needs within the settlement of Watton, has the potential to increase available 

expenditure elsewhere in the town. 

 

Planning policy is supportive of retail development which improves local customer choice and accords with 

sustainable development principles, providing no ‘significant adverse’ impacts occur at town centre 

locations. Most particularly, this is evident through paragraph 90 of the NPPF which requires a local planning 

authority to consider changes in consumer choice across the retail catchment area as a whole when 

determining planning applications for retail uses. As such, we are of the view that the positive benefits in 

terms of increasing consumer choice within the town should also be taken account of when weighing up 

the overarching merits of the proposal. 

The Existing Performance of the Centre 

 

We note MRPP’s reference to the recent appeal decision (reference APP/W1850/W/20/3244253) which 

relates to a dismissed Class E foodstore at an out of centre Business Park in Ross-on-Wye.  

 

In dismissing the proposed development, the Inspector refers to the loss of expenditure and linked-trips 

between the dominant foodstores within the town (being the Morrisons and Aldi) and the remainder of the 

centre and the wider potential impact of the proposal on the overarching vitality and viability of the centre.  

 

In doing so, the Inspector makes an important comment in terms of the performance of the centre, stating 

that: 

 

‘As rightly identified at the hearing, the crucial matter is not he figures themselves, but what those figures mean 

for the health of the town centre. It is of course conceivable that the trade diversions assessed here could be of 

little consequence to a booming town centre. Equally, a lower level of diversion could be disastrous for a 

struggling centre. As is often the case it is my judgement that the impact lies somewhere between the extremes.’  

 

The Inspector also rightly takes account of the potential implications of COVID-19 on the high street and 

the uncertainty of the future impact of the pandemic on the town centre.  

 

In coming to our conclusions in respect of the potential impact and implications of this impact on the vitality 

and viability of the town centre, we have given full consideration to both the existing and potential future 

health and offer of the town centre as a whole. 

 

In this regard, we noted that the proportion of vacant units fell below the national average and that the 

centre provides for a range of retail, leisure and service uses which meet residents’ day to day needs. In this 

regard, we note that the centre has a high proportion of retail service, leisure service and financial and 

business service uses which account for over half of the units within the centre.  

 

The proportion of service uses and the dominance of these uses in the centre also further supports our 

previous conclusions made in respect of the propensity of shoppers to continue to visit the centre to meet 

their wider day-to-day needs to visit a pharmacy, a bank, a hairdresser, estate agent and visiting a café or 

restaurant. 
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As we set out in our June 2021 Appraisal, our conclusions have also been reached having regard to the 

general impact of the COVID-19 pandemic and the associated uncertainty in respect of the future of the 

health of the centre as restrictions continue to relax and operators begin to understand what the future 

holds. 

However, the current challenging market conditions are of greatest consequence to the comparison goods 

and leisure sectors, and we believe that the convenience goods function of the centre is more resilient and 

less susceptible to such pressures, and therefore any impacts arising from the proposal will unlikely be 

exacerbated in light of the current implications of the pandemic. 

Consideration of Policy EC 05 

 

We note that Policy EC 05 of the 2019 Local Plan sets out a requirement for additional convenience and 

comparison floorspace within the district’s hierarchy of centres. The floorspace requirement for convenience 

floorspace in Watton is set out to be 514 sq.m, which we acknowledge is below the level of floorspace 

proposed at the application site. 

 

It is important to note that ‘need’ is no longer a policy requirement, and therefore the key policy tests of 

the sequential and impact tests are of relevance to the consideration of the compliance of the proposal.  

 

However, it is also worth noting that the figures provided within the adopted local plan policy are based on 

an assumption that the market share of existing convenience facilities within Watton (which principally 

relates to the Tesco store) remain constant across the plan period. If additional facilities are provided, then 

there is the potential for the market share to increase, which could have implications on the capacity 

identified in the local plan. This matter directly relates back to the fact that a proportion of expenditure 

derived from residents in the local area is being spent elsewhere within the district, outside of Watton.   

 

In any event, as set out above, need is not a relevant policy test, and the proposal’s impact on the vitality 

and viability of the centre is the key test.  

 

Summary and Conclusions 

 

The purpose of this correspondence is to provide updated considerations in respect of the application of 

the retail policy test of impact following the submission of additional representations by MRPP on behalf 

of Tesco. This letter concentrates solely on the second part of the impact test, relating to the potential 

impact of the proposal on the vitality and viability of the defined centres, and in particular on Watton town 

centre. 

 

In this regard, Policy EC 05 of the Breckland Local Plan provides the relevant policies in respect of the 

authority’s town centres and overarching retail strategy. The principal purpose of the policy is to direct 

retail, leisure and office schemes to the defined centres in the first instance, and seek to support town centre 

development. 

Our review of the submitted retail impact assessment has confirmed that a large proportion of the impact 

arising from the proposal would occur at Tesco, located within the defined centre. Our review also confirmed 

that it is likely that the level of diversion estimated by Rapleys to be taken from the Tesco store in particular 

has been underestimated and the resultant impact on the store and the wider town centre would be higher 

in practice. 
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However, having considered the potential implications of the proposal’s trade diversion from the town 

centre, we do not consider that this would be at a level which would result in a significant adverse impact 

on the centre as a whole. This is particularly the case given that we do not consider it likely that the Tesco 

would close as a result of the proposal, and that given the local offer within Watton, there will still be the 

need for residents to visit the town centre even if they chose to undertake their convenience shop at the 

proposed new store.  

We therefore consider that the proposal also complies with both parts of the impact test, as set out within 

Policy EC 05 of the Breckland Local Plan and paragraphs 90 and 91 of the NPPF. 

Furthermore, planning policy is supportive of retail development which improves local customer choice and 

accords with sustainable development principles, providing no ‘significant adverse’ impacts occur at town 

centre locations.  

Most particularly, this is evident through paragraph 90 of the NPPF which requires a local planning authority 

to consider changes in consumer choice across the retail catchment area as a whole when determining 

planning applications for retail uses.  

As such, we are of the view that the positive benefits in terms of increasing consumer choice within the 

town should also be taken account of when weighing up the overarching merits of the proposal. 

We trust that the above appropriately responds to the matters raised by MRPP but please do not hesitate 

to contact us should you have any further queries. 

Yours sincerely 

 

Heather Lindley-Clapp 

Director 

 

 

 

 

 


