Planning application P/2009/0746

Ecodyfi Annex B: Analysis of Tesco Machynlleth application
1. Traffic generated and congestion (see also Annex A)

1.1 
The Transport Assessment provided by Tesco predicts fewer traffic movements to the north of the store post-development than if there were no development. An example of this is at section 6.2, which analyses the A487/A493 priority junction at Pont-ar-Ddyfi / Dyfi Bridge.

1.2 
Paragraph 6.2.5 refers to the tables above it and alleges that the reason is that “people that currently travel to existing foodstores in the north, will divert to the proposed foodstore – leading to a reduction in trips”. This is a fallacy, based on a misreading of the Household Survey results supplied in the Retail Assessment.
1.3

The Household Survey was conducted over a half-hour drive time isochrone. This area includes Fairbourne and Arthog to the north and Borth and Bow Street to the south. As Section 5 explains, results were analysed by 5 zones, according to postcode. Paragraphs 5.7 to 5.11 show the headline results for the question about where people do their main food shop.

1.4

Shops to the north of Machynlleth only feature as main destinations in Zones 1 and 5. Both of these zones (SY20 Sector 9; LL35/36/37/38) lie to the north of Machynlleth. It is not surprising that people living north of Machynlleth shop to the north of Machynlleth.

1.5

There is no evidence in Section 5 that significant numbers of residents of Machynlleth town and places to its east and south travel through Machynlleth to shop at Dolgellau and Tywyn. Yet these are the fictitious people that are assumed in the Transport Assessment to shop at the proposed Tesco in Machynlleth instead, thereby reducing vehicle movements over the Dyfi Bridge. The transport consultant appears to have been given only the single headline that some people from the study area (for which he has read Machynlleth) shop at Tywyn and Dolgellau.

1.6

As a minimum, this discrepancy is grounds for deferral while further information is sought. In addition, we consider that the additional traffic generated by the proposal is significant and constitutes an unacceptable planning problem. Therefore the application does not comply with Policy SH2 in the emerging Powys UDP and should be refused.
1.7

The Transport Assessment seeks to reduce the significance of the anticipated traffic congestion by challenging its own predictions for base traffic flows (i.e. with no development traffic). These predictions are set out in section 5.4 and are based on industry standards. Yet in paragraph 6.8.4 and in the Summary, the Assessment downplays the importance of holiday traffic as being seasonal, and also alleges that “holiday traffic is unlikely to grow at all” between 2008 and 2010 and between 2010 and 2025. This assertion is implausible. The Machynlleth area is identified in the Wales Spatial Plan as a “tourism hub” for economic growth, and the recently obtained UNESCO Biosphere Reserve status implies the likelihood of the area obtaining a higher profile in tourism markets.
1.8

To deal with the congestion at the junction most affected (the Town Clock junction of the A487/A489) the Transport Assessment proposes a mini roundabout (paragraph 6.6.4). There is a history of refusals by the highways authorities to change the way traffic is controlled at this Trunk Road junction and a mini roundabout would require additional pedestrian crossing points to be safe. We would be extremely concerned if the proposal were to involve changing any of the surrounding structures. 

2. Number of car journeys; who shops outside Machynlleth?
2.1

We dispute the assertion in the Retail Assessment that the development will lead to a reduction in car journeys (for example in paragraph 10.1). Just as we have argued above that some people living to the north of Machynlleth shop at Tywyn and Dolgellau, many people living to the east of the town (Zone 2) shop at Newtown; and many people living to the south of the town (Zone 4) shop at Aberystwyth.

2.2

Talybont and Llanbrynmair are roughly equidistant between the main shopping destinations they can choose between; in fact Borth and Bow Street are further from Machynlleth than they are from Aberystwyth. Yet they are all included in the Study Area. If such people choose to shop at Machynlleth instead, their journey is simply diverted, not avoided, and would be of roughly the same distance.
2.3

The SY20 sector 8 post code (Zone 3 of the Household Survey) includes the communities of Ysgubor y Coed and Llangynfelyn in north Ceredigion, both of which have Machynlleth (in Powys) as their postal town, according to the Post Office. The vast majority of residents in these communities shop in Aberystwyth because of education / employment / family ties. We doubt whether their patterns of shopping would be permanently influenced by a Tesco store in Machynlleth. There may well be an initial interest, but this would wane, as a regular trip north to Machynlleth would entail extra time, effort and expense compared to the more habitual demographic pull south towards Aberystwyth. 

2.4

To be clear, we do not deny that some people living in Machynlleth town prefer to shop at Morrisons in Aberystwyth. Paragraph 5.9 puts this at 34.1%, with a further 4.7% citing Lidl in Aberystwyth as their main shop. This 38.8% is not the “vast majority” of Machynlleth residents, and it compares to the 44.7% choosing the Machynlleth Co-op. Paragraphs 10.3 and 3.13 are misleading in their headline assertion that the vast majority of “local” residents have to travel further afield to undertake their main food shopping; most of these people live half way towards these other destinations.

2.5

As an aside, we would also challenge the “have to” in the above assertion. It is perfectly possible to do all one’s food shopping in Machynlleth. In this respect, the intention of the Co-op to extend its retail provision in Machynlleth from 8,000 sq ft to 13,000 is relevant, since it can be expected to improve its service as a result.

3. Number of car journeys; people travel for more than one purpose

3.1

There is a second reason to dispute the assertion that journeys will be reduced and retail spend retained in Machynlleth; people travel to the larger destinations for other reasons (in addition to a main food shop). In the case of journeys to Aberystwyth, a main reason is for work or study. The Household Survey reports that 51.1% of respondents undertake such combined or linked trips. We contend that, for Machynlleth residents, many of these linked purposes are strong and will continue to pull them to Aberystwyth.

3.2

Paragraph 5.15 of the Retail Assessment indicates that petrol, financial services and non-food goods are the three most common linked activities. Local knowledge and the Retail Assessment’s description (paragraphs 5.24 and 6.33) that the comparison goods sector in Machynlleth is “fulfilling only a limited role in meeting … shopping needs” indicate that the offer of non-food goods is the main “pull” to Aberystwyth. Focus, Halfords, Currys etc at the Parc y Llyn Retail Park will continue to draw people to Aberystwyth, so those journeys will not be avoided.

3.3

There are other reasons why people will continue to drive to Aberystwyth, on trips where they currently include a shop at Morrisons. As well as work, these include the seaside and entertainment and cultural venues, including the University and the National Library. Aberystwyth is classed as a ‘national’ centre of importance in the Wales Spatial Plan. This gives it the status of an important centre with a variety of retail outlets, health facilities, employment and leisure opportunities more suited to a larger town of strategic importance.
4. Pedestrian accessibility and the link between town centre and store

4.1

Paragraph 3.12 of the Retail Assessment states that the proposed store will be in “close proximity” to the commercial core of Machynlleth. This is used here to argue that the town’s shops will benefit from spin off benefits from the store, because Tesco shoppers will park for up to the three hours permitted and walk into town. Similarly, paragraphs 4.2.5 and 4.4.3 of the Transport Assessment allege that the site is “readily accessible by foot” to/from the town centre.

4.2

While there is a continuous pavement, and the distance is not great, it is not satisfactory. As paragraph 2.6.3 of the Transport Assessment acknowledges, the width reduces to 1.1m (or perhaps less) for some of this length. This is already a hazard for pedestrians, especially when hurrying to the railway station, pulling cases or using pushchairs. It is tempting to step out into the trunk road, which the application acknowledges will be made even busier by the development. We do not believe this will be a popular and safe journey on foot and that a feeling of there being “two Machynlleths” will develop.

4.3

There are two implications of this inadequate footway:

i. The spin off benefits to town centre shops have been exaggerated

ii. Fewer people will walk to the proposed store than is being assumed; many residents of the housing estates at the top of town who currently shop at the Co-op on foot will choose to drive to Tesco, generating additional journeys and putting further stress on the most overloaded junction involved (at the Town Clock).
5. Impact on the town centre

5.1

Paragraph 6.35 of the Retail Assessment concludes that the retail centre of Machynlleth is “generally vital and viable”. We contend that the proposed development will have an unacceptable adverse impact on the vitality, attractiveness and viability of the retail centre and therefore the application does not comply with Policy RP6 of the emerging Powys UDP and should be refused.
5.2

Tesco’s Retail Assessment discusses likely levels of diversion of trade to their store at section 9. The fact that the report refers to Tenby rather than Machynlleth in more than one place indicates that the author’s assessments may be confused. At paragraph 9.30 the study predicts a 9% diversion of turnover from the town centre’s retail businesses, from which it concludes that the centre’s viability will not be materially harmed.
5.3

The estimated 9% diversion will not be distributed evenly. Retailers of specialist comparison goods do not expect to be affected, which implies that other shops will lose much more than 9% of their business. We contend that this loss will be enough to tip some businesses into non-profitability and likely closure. This has happened in other market town centres when a large supermarket has opened. Many Machynlleth shops are struggling to trade at a profit anyway.

5.4

Shops likely to find themselves in direct competition with Tesco include: Clips (stationery etc), Arvonia (bakery), Moonshiners (pet foods), Rowlands (chemist), Miscellanea (kitchen implements), Tower Shop (newsagent, stationery, confectionery), I G Owen (kitchen goods), Morning After Music (CDs), Tilly Anne’s (florist), Blasau (delicatessen), Dovey Valley Butchers, Quarry Shop (wholefoods) and the Spar (convenience goods). These 13 businesses represent about 20% of the shops.
5.5

The application does not appear to discuss the impact on the weekly street market. This is an attractive, popular and long-standing feature of Machynlleth, that is known to draw people to the town. Many of the stalls are food related and could be expected to suffer with competition from Tesco. This omission is grounds for deferral while further information is sought.
5.6

The impact would be much greater if Tesco were to add women’s clothing and/or a café to its offer post-construction. It is worth noting that at paragraph 7.26 of the Retail Assessment, Tesco is reported as saying that it expects its store to turnover at below capacity average. Has the store been over-sized so that further ranges, such as a café or a clothing department, can be introduced later?
5.7

Tesco can be expected to offer goods at cheaper prices than comparable goods in small shops, because of its purchasing power. The Retail Assessment says that the store intends to compete with superstores in other towns, rather than with town centre shops (paragraph 9.13). It will compete with them on price (amongst other factors). A secondary effect of this will be to undercut local shops even more.

6. Jobs

6.1

The Machynlleth Co-op store is predicted to lose 33% of its turnover (paragraph 9.32). While the Retail Assessment alleges that this will not threaten its continued trading, it appears to us quite possible that in due course it will have to close, as happened at Porthmadog after a Tesco store opened in the town. Even if it stays open, surely it will have to reduce staffing levels. As an aside, the assertion in paragraph 6.14 that the Co-op does not benefit from car parking provision is obviously incorrect. There are in fact 47 parking spaces at the Co-op. 
6.2

Taken together with the likelihood of shop closures in town, and the commonsense argument that most of the turnover in a new Tesco would be displaced from shops elsewhere (since the majority of sales will be of food and people can only eat so much), the claim that the development will create a minimum of 140 additional full and part time jobs (paragraph 3.11) is not credible.

6.3

There is no indication of how many full time equivalent posts Tesco expects to create, nor of how many it expects will be lost elsewhere. This is grounds for deferral while further information is sought.
6.4

At paragraph 7.35 of the Retail Assessment, Tesco’s “commitment to source, wherever possible, local produce” is cited as an indication of a multiplier effect in the local economy. While we warmly welcome this statement, we see no evidence of how it may be implemented. At the public exhibition, we were told that potential local suppliers would not be able to deliver direct to the store; they would have to sell to the company as a whole and deliver goods to the appropriate Distribution Centre, from where they would be brought to the store by road. At the time, the Distribution Centre was at Chepstow. Since then, Tesco has announced its re-location across the border.

7. Sustainability

7.1

The application does not appear to offer any evidence that it complies with two policies in the emerging Powys UDP that relate to social, community and cultural sustainability. We would have expected the application to include, at the very least, a detailed Welsh language audit and reference to the anticipated visual and verbal use of the language by the business both in respect of services for bilingual customers and internal (i.e. staff) communications. Policy SP1 requires that significant developments “sustain and enhance social, cultural and linguistic characteristics of the area…..meeting the needs of the local community and residents”. Policy GP5 names Machynlleth as one of the areas where significant developments have to have regard to the Welsh language and culture. This lack of evidence is grounds for deferral while further information is sought.

7.2

Policy SP4 of the emerging Powys UDP states that economic and employment developments should encourage and facilitate sustainability. The application emphasises the alleged economic benefits of the proposal, but it would tie the local economy and community more closely to the centralised distribution system of the major multiples. These systems rely on long distance road transport and “just in time” stocking. They are therefore vulnerable to oil price shocks and shortages, which we anticipate will become more frequent and significant as we pass the peak of global oil (and gas) production. Despite the inclusion of some environmentally benign features in the building design, the application is not in accord with Policy SP4 and should be refused.
8. Scale

8.1

We conclude that the development is not of an appropriate size or scale. Therefore the application does not comply with Policy SH2 of the Powys Structure Plan and should be refused.
8.2

Machynlleth is classified as a District Retail Centre in Policy SP7 of the emerging Powys UDP. This is third in the hierarchy, after Regional and Area Retail Centres. As paragraph 7.4.9 of the UDP describes, District Retail Centres “provide significant retail facilities for their immediate hinterlands and for visitors to the area but do not perform the wider role of Area Retail Centres”. This application is for a store that goes well beyond that description and which seeks to capture trade from outside a half hour drive time isochrone (paragraph 7.27 of the Retail Assessment). Therefore the proposal does not comply with Policy RP1 of the emerging Powys UDP and should be refused.
8.3

Unlike Aberystwyth, Machynlleth appeals to a large ‘niche’ market for shopping and leisure, with the present range of excellent private shops, the centuries old tradition of the weekly market, the historic built environment and the nearby Centre for Alternative Technology all playing a role in developing this brand. The brand needs to be protected and promoted. We believe that the arrival of a supermarket this large would damage it.

Andy Rowland

Manager, ecodyfi
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