George Monbiot

george@monbiot.info
28th July 2009

To: John Pearson, 

Planning Services, 

Powys County Council, 

planning.services@powys.gov.uk

Dear Mr Pearson, 

I am writing to object to the application by Tesco to build a new supermarket in Machynlleth. My objection is based on the definitive study of the impact of edge-of-centre foodstores on market towns. This was conducted by the government in 1998 and remains "the most comprehensive assessment of the retail and transportation implications of foodstore development ever undertaken" (the reference is at the foot of this page*). To make a decision without taking the findings of this report into account would be to ignore both the most compelling evidence and the best interests of this town.

The report - The Impact of Large Foodstores on Market Towns and District Centres - precisely describes the decision now faced by Machynlleth. We are both a market town and a district centre, and Tesco's application is for a large "edge-of-centre" foodstore, as defined by the report. This study shows that the development would be detrimental to the vitality and viability of the town centre. I have taken the liberty of quoting the findings which relate most directly to the application for Machylleth. 

· "Our research suggests that a combination of the absence of a consistent and workable methodology to assess impact and dearth of available base data has led to significant failings in proper planning control in the past. Many local authorities consider large foodstores have had an adverse impact on the vitality and viability of market towns and district centres.

· "Our research identified impacts on market share of between 13%-50% on the principal food retailers in market towns and district centres as a result of large foodstores in edge-of-centre and out-of-centre locations. The decline in market share for the town centre convenience sector as a whole ranged from 21% in St Neots to 64% in Fakenham, and 75% in Warminster.

· "These levels of impact on market share have directly and indirectly led to the closure of some town centre food retailers; increases in vacancy levels; and a general decline in the quality of the environment of the centre. 

· "Contrary to the widely held perception, our research indicates that impact is not confined solely to other supermarkets. Edge-of-centre and out-of-centre large foodstores sell an increasingly wide range of convenience and comparison goods, and often include other services including Post Office, pharmacy, dry cleaner and cash point.

· "Our research shows that the development of large non-central foodstores can lead to a decline in the turnover of town centre foodstores (38% impact in the case of Tesco in Cirencester). This can and has led to the closure of some town centre food retailers.

· "Even where town centre food retailers suffer an impact, but do not subsequently close, there may still be a concern that this will lead to a general decline in activity elsewhere in the centre, and adversely affect the vitality and viability of the centre. This is likely to be most apparent in centres where the centrally located foodstore is the key anchor retailer in the market town or district centre. [my note: this, again, is a perfect description of Machynlleth, where the Co-op fills this role]

· "Where there is no capacity for additional retailing, the opening of an edge-of-centre or out-of-centre superstore is likely to lead to 'disinvestment' in the town centre (i.e. failure to reinvest in store refurbishments, etc). This has implications for the future viability of the individual retailer, and investment in the town centre as a whole.

· "In our two edge-of-centre case studies, the principal effect of the new stores was to divert trade from the town centre to the edge-of-centre locations, although this result may reflect the particular circumstances of these towns.

· "In both our edge-of-centre case studies, there was a significant displacement of retailing activity from the town centres; principally as a result of the closure of the town's main town centre foodstores.

· "Smaller centres which are dependent principally on their convenience shopping function are generally less able to adjust to a transfer of food trade to less central locations. Where foodstore proposals are disproportionately large compared with the size of the centre, the new store can supplant the role of the centre. Smaller centres therefore require additional 'protection'. 

· "Where there is no need for a foodstore (i.e. no qualitative or quantitative deficiency), then no additional foodstores should be developed.

· "The current distance guideline of 200-300 m for edge-of-centre locations in PPG6 may be too wide for some small market towns. In addition to the need for strong physical links with the town centre, edge-of-centre development should be of an appropriate scale relative to the centre, and complement the existing retail offer.

· "Our research has shown that large foodstores can and have had an adverse impact on market towns and district centres. The level, and consequences, of impact will vary depending on the particular local circumstances of the centres concerned. Smaller centres which are dependent to a large extent on convenience retailing to underpin their function, are most vulnerable to the effects of larger foodstore development in edge-of-centre and out-of-centre locations.

· "It is vital that those responsible for the future of market towns and district centres take positive steps to improve the range and quality of food shopping in these centres, and adopt a cautious approach to considering the location and likely long term consequences of the development of large foodstores in non-central locations."

My objection to Tesco's application is evidence-based, and makes use of the most comprehensive and relevant study ever undertaken. I object on the basis of the demonstrable and documented harm that large stores similar to the one for which Tesco has applied have had on towns like Machynlleth. There is no reason to assume that Machynlleth somehow has immunity to these effects. The evidence strongly suggests that if Tesco's application were to go ahead, there would be major detrimental effects on other retailers and on the vitality and viability of the town and its community. The damage would not become apparent until Tesco was built and trading, by which time it would be too late to reverse. Now that we have full knowledge of the likely impacts, it would be irresponsible and perverse to allow this development to go ahead. 

Thank you, 

Yours Sincerely, 

George Monbiot

*Department of the Environment, Transport and the Regions, October 1998. The Impact of Large Foodstores on Market Towns and District Centres. The Stationery Office, London. The executive summary can be read here: ****

