
COMMENTS ON RTP DECEMBER 2009 REPORT
THE CONTEXT

In August 2007, the Malton Estate Company submitted proposals for the redevelopment of the Cattle Market Area, which would have included a £20M investment, and there was the opportunity for the Council to consider the relocation of the cattle market itself.
In March 2008, P&R was asked to approve the first WSP report. This report had no tables, data or calculations to support its conclusions. It examined proposals for the development of WSCP, but  not the  Cattle Market proposals. The document was not approved, but a Strategy Group was set up, to include representatives of stakeholders in Malton/Norton.

The Strategy Group was only allowed to consider the options set out in the WSP Report.  The Council stopped calling meetings when it became clear that the stakeholders would not accept this.

 In August 2008 the Council carried out a public consultation exercise. The only retail proposals the public were asked to consider were the ones identified in the first WSP Report. These did not include the Cattle Market.
In September 2008, the Council received a draft of RTP’s “Ryedale Retail Capacity Update”. This document is still a draft. It identified the Cattle Market as the ideal site for retail redevelopment, and dismissed WWSCP.  It contained detailed figures on quantitative need.
The RTP update was not produced to members until April 2009. In the meantime, the Cattle Market application was withdrawn, without the applicants having been made aware of the support the Update would have provided.

In January 2009, the Council obtained the second WSP Report. This relied up on the figures produced by RTP in their 2008 update. The update appeared as Appendix D to the WSP Report, and the whole report (over 200 pages long) was submitted to members in the form of a CD.

An analysis of the Second WSP Report and the RTP update would seem to show some discrepancies – for a note on some of these, please refer to www.paul-andrews.net (click on “News and Views” and the entry dated 14th May 2009). 
On 12th May 2009, the Council approved the planning application for Lidl in Norton and the Malton Morrisons Extension. This was an ad hoc decision, which had an adverse impact on the retail capacity quantitative appraisal in the RTP 2008 update.

In June 2009, the Council instructed RTP to provide supplementary advice on Convenience Retail  Provision.

In July 2009, the Council decided to invite developers to produce proposals for a retail development selling convenience goods at WWSCP. After some debate, it was agreed not to restrict these proposals to a retail outlet.
 On 29 October 2009, the Council discussed the Core Strategy of the LDF. The discussion was mainly concerned with housing, and members were told that  a traffic impact assessment would be available at the meeting on 15th December which was to be called to determine the Council’s preferred options.  It is understood that the Traffic Assessment (in draft) was due to arrive with the Council on the week following 29th October, and it is clear that the Council certainly had it on 23rd November. I requested sight of a copy and my request was refused. 
I hereby formally repeat my request for a copy of the draft of this document.

The Wednesday before the meeting of Tuesday 15th December, members received an email with RTP’s “Supplementary Advice on Convenience Provision”.  This is the final document. It was not explained to members – members were simply told that the report supported a new supermarket. Comments of stakeholders had not been invited.
No traffic assessment was available at the meeting of 15th December. Instead, about five minutes before the meeting began,  a copy letter was put on the table in front of every member  - from Barrie Mason, head of “Network Strategy” of North Yorkshire County Council. It is on a single sheet of paper and dated 15th December. 

This letter states that  “NYCC in collaboration with RDC” was “refining the presentation of the information in the final report”.

The conclusion of this letter is stated as follows: “However, results from the modelling work show that a variation of Scenario 4 (based on a reduction in the residential allocation from 3,665 units to 2,165 units) identified within the STA can be accommodated on the local highway network without an unacceptable highway impact. This is on the basis of deliverable junction improvements, within the existing highway boundary, being carried out to accommodate the additional development”

The letter contains no statistics, data, tables or calculations to show how County Highways have come to this conclusion. It does not refer to the RSS target of 200 houses a year. The reason for this was not explained, nor were members told what “Scenario 4” comprised.

Members have still not yet received a copy of the report (in draft or finalised).

COMMENTS ON THE DECEMBER 2009 REPORT

I herby formally request copies of the draft report, together with all letters of instruction sent to RTP. All members should have the benefit of transparency and be able to see to what extent (if at all) RTP in collaboration with Ryedale has refined the information in this report for presentation to members.
The Report only deals with Convenience goods retail and not with Comparison goods retail. 

The following brief comments are in summary and are not intended to be comprehensive or exhaustive.

I have not had time to check Pages 1-12 against the relevant circulars. However, 2.35 requires the Council to consider the “net” employment impact of a new supermarket. As will appear, this has not been done – only new employment has been considered – not the net effect after taking into account the number of jobs normally destroyed by supermarkets.

Page 13 paras 3.1 and 3.2 start with the two WSP Reports, which have largely been shown to be the kind that ought to be treated with caution for the reasons already set out.
Page 14 (Para 3.6) refers to an aggregate convenience retention rate of 63% for convenience retail , and describes this as “relatively low”, and goes on to suggest that it would be reasonable for the Council to “aspire” to a retention rate of 80%. On this basis, quantitative figures are produced on the basis of a “static” retention rate and a 17% “increase in retention”.  The question is whether or not a 17% increase in retention is a realistic aspiration. The following points should be taken into account:

· This aspiration is stated as nothing more than an aspiration. No technical evidence is given to support it. It is not even as scientific  as what is commonly known as a “guestimate”.
· There is no acknowledgement of the fact that Malton is only a district centre, which is surrounded by two sub-regional centres (York and Scarborough) and two other district centres (Easingwold and Driffield). It is reasonable to assume that people living nearer these centres than Malton can reasonably be expected to do most of their shopping in those centres – no matter how many new retail outlets may be built in Malton.
· There is clear evidence of this from Para 5.12 of the 2008 RTP Report, which refers to the same map as Table 3.1 in the 2009 update. This map shows the overall catchment area divided into 6 study zones. Zone 6 comprises Malton/Norton and its hinterland. Para 5.12 states that “...............the convenience retention rate achieved by Zone 6 (the Malton zone) is already relatively high (being over 80%).........” Isn’t this what one would expect – shoppers near Malton/Norton using the district centre, with the use of that centre diminishing with distance from Malton/Norton?

· Thirdly,  the trend as recorded in successive RTP reports does not support an increased rate of retention which matches their “aspirations”. In their 2006 Report, RTP identified an aspiration for an additional 2,639 sq.m.net sales convenience floorspace in 2005-2015. In their 2008 Report, they identified an aspiration for an additional 2,698 sq.m net sales convenience floorspace by 2008-2021. So the trend is downwards, and the current recession is more likely to make this trend worse.
· Fourthly, the central thrust of the report is contradicted by Para. 4.7 of the 2009 Update, which states that a new supermarket in Malton would not divert a significant amount of trade from Pickering – because of the distance between the two towns (ie 10 miles). If that is correct, what RTP are telling us is that any new supermarket in Malton is unlikely to increase any retention of convenience trade within Ryedale at all (except within the area of Malton/Norton and its immediate hinterland – Zone 6- where retention was described in the 2008 Report as being “already relatively high (over 80%)”).

In the circumstances, an increase of 17% in convenience trade retention does not seem to be realistic – particularly in the current financial climate.

  IMPACT OF RECENT RETAIL COMMITMENTS – PARAS 3.10 – 3.16
The Report accepts that the additional floor space permitted on May 12th 2009 by the Lidl and Morrisons Extension permissions does reduce the requirement for additional convenience sales space. The total amount of net new sales floorspace allowed by these two permissions is about 1,600 sq.m. This is almost twice the requirement specified on Table 3.1 (Page 15 of the 2009 Update) for the years 2008-2013, and almost two thirds of the requirement to 2021. This is on the “rising retention” basis, which would appear to be unrealistically high, as suggested above.
However, Paras 3.12 – 3.14 argue that this is not correct, because they say that deep discount supermarkets such as Lidl typically achieve convenience sales densities of £3,000 per sq.m. and supermarket extensions generally achieve sales densities which are around 50% of the company average. No evidence is provided to support this. I cannot recall RTP ever having made this distinction in previous reports – although, please correct me if I’m wrong, but on this basis they reduce the requirement for 2008-2021 from 2,698 sq.m. to 2,164 sq.m – by 534 sq.m. So, approximately 1,600 sq.m is reduced to just over 500 sq.m. This is a massive reduction, and should not be accepted unless clear authoritative evidence is produced. 
Even if RTP are right and the “rising retention” aspirational view is accepted, para 3.15 does not give the go ahead for a new supermarket. The requirement on this basis for the years 2008 – 2013 is a mere 417 sq.m, and the requirement to 2021 is 2,164 sq.m. This is no justification for authorising a big new supermarket now. The LDF has to be revised in five years time. By that time the need (or no need) for new convenience retailing for the following years will have become apparent, and the Council will then be in a much better position to make an informed judgement.
QUALITATIVE NEED

Much is made of the fact that shops in Malton tend to operate towards the low or discount end of the market. Should we be surprised. There are indeed a lot of relatively prosperous people in Ryedale: however most people are not so lucky. Ryedale has little unemployment, but it has a low wage economy. It follows that many Ryedale shops will go for the market where the money is. Where there is a low wage economy, traders will aim for the lower end of the market. Building a new supermarket will not change this. Morrisons has been in town for many years now, and the arrival of Morrisons (or Safeways as Morrisons was) has not resulted in an increase in quality of Malton Town Centre – rather the reverse has happened.
Paras 3.17-3.24  contain a lot of statements (which make no reference to the socio economic nature of the market in Ryedale), but no evidence to back them up. They can therefore not be relied upon.

If I am right, it follows that a large upper range supermarket is unlikely to prosper. However, as there are some relatively well off people in Ryedale, it can be accepted that Malton might benefit from a new smaller upper range trolley style food hall to cater for their needs.

 IMPACT – TRADE DIVERSION
This section is full of reassuring statements, but is woefully short on evidence. It assumes that the new supermarket will take trade from Netto and Morrisons, but then expects these stores to continue to thrive. 
As mentioned before, para 4.7 assumes that the new supermarket will have no impact on shops in Pickering – in complete contradiction to the main thesis that a new supermarket would bring more trade into Malton from outside.

It accepts that there will be trade diversion from the independent shops, but then says this will be “limited” or “small” because “these shops typically provide a specialist offer, which often cannot be found in the same degree in supermarkets”. This assumes that these shops can survive by their specialist offer alone – ie without selling their more ordinary profits. This just does not make sense, particularly after all RTP have said about Malton shops aiming for the lower or discount end of the market.

SPIN OFF BENEFITS FOR EXISTING TOWN CENTRE RETAILERS

Again this section is full of reassuring statements, but short on evidence.

However, there is a further point, which arises out of discussion which took place at the Council meeting of 15th December.

My notes say as follows:

“PA also pointed out that it had been agreed that different proportions should apply to food and non-food. 

The response from the officers was that this had been agreed as part of the “Malton Town Strategy”; that the opportunity of this recommendation could only be realised if food shops were able to sell other goods, particularly in the case of the size and type of the retail outlet the council had in mind.

PA protested that this showed that what was intended was not just a supermarket in Wentworth Street Car park, but a superstore. This was not denied.”

The conclusion I have come to is that the Council’s political administration is so determined to sell WWSCP that, if they can’t put a large store on it which sells only convenience goods, they will seek to allow the store to sell comparison goods as well. This would immediately create a new shopping centre at some distance from the present town centre, so that instead of the supermarket creating a spin-off effect for the rest of the town, it will simply create a competing centre, which will crush the smaller traders and ruin the town.

IMPACT ON SPATIAL PLANNING STRATEGY

Para 4.19 refers to the four sites identified in the two WSP reports (Cattle market, Market Place, Wentworth Street Car Park and Wheelgate), as though these could all be considered equally. As mentioned above, both the WSP Reports should be treated with caution for reasons previously specified, and it is surprising that RTP are now prepared to consider WWSCP, when one bears in mind their previous enthusiasm for the Livestock Market and dismissal of WWSCP in their 2008 Report.

JOB CREATION

Paras 4.22-4.24 is long on job generation, but says absolutely nothing about the jobs supermarkets destroy. There are independent reports which suggest that for every supermarket job that is created, between two and five jobs are lost. RTP should be asked to deal with the net job creation/loss situation, as required by government guidance which they themselves have quoted. Until this is done, their report is incomplete.
Generally, as regards the impact on employment and other impacts, google “tescopoly”.

REGENERATION

 Here and in other places in the report, reference is made to “the benefit of bringing under-used land back into valuable economic use”. This no doubt refers to WSCP. The underuse of WWSCP has resulted from the Council’s imposition of excessive charges contrary to all sound commercial practice – and this year – even against officer advice. If this argument is used at the EIP, this issue will be dealt with in depth. Malton has already been partly revitalised by the removal of car park charges from Market Place.
CONCLUSIONS

My conclusions are:

1. The report relies partly on the two WSP Reports – reports which should be treated with caution;

2. The Report contains little evidence to substantiate an “aspirational” increase in retail retention of 17%

3. Further evidence is required to show that the impact of planning consents for 1600 sq.m net floorspace should be treated as being no more than the impact of 500 sq.m.

4. The report takes little account of the fact that Ryedale has a low wage rural economy, and that is why stores currently aim to satisfy that market;

5. The Council’s current plans will provide few (if any) spin-off benefits for the existing town centre;

6. A new supermarket will bring in little new trade from outside the immediate hinterland of Malton/Norton, but will thrive by competing with existing businesses, particularly the independent traders in the town centre; the result will be the ruin and not the regeneration of Malton Town Centre.

7. A new supermarket will create a net loss of jobs;

8. If WWSCP is to be described as underused land, that is because of the Council’s failure to deal with car park charges in a sensible commercial way, as advised by Yorkshire Forward.   
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