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9th December 2009

Dear Sir

RE: Planning Application UTT/1451/09/FUL   Sainsbury’s, Thaxted Road

As chairman of the Uttlesford District Group, my colleagues and I have considered the application made by J S Sainsbury for the development of a new super store on the Granite site in Thaxted Road. CPRE is a registered charity established in 1926 and our brief is to protect the beauty, tranquillity and diversity of the countryside, which includes the provision of a sustainable future for our hamlets, villages and towns.

CPRE are totally against the proposed use and scale of this development on the grounds of ; 

· adverse impact on the existing town centre and a failure to demonstrate ‘need’

· sustainability/traffic generation

· loss of future business space

· the development is in direct breach of nearly all the current planning guidelines at both national, regional and local levels notably PPS1, PPS6 and PPG13, the East of England Plan and the Local Plan

In principle, we recognise that this site is suitable for development and that both the site and the immediate environs would be enhanced by a sympathetic and suitably scaled development. The site does of course have the benefit of an existing, but unimplemented consent for B1, B2, B8 and non-food retail, consent granted in late 2007. We suspect that this development has not proceeded due to the difficult economic conditions that exist at present.

Our detailed reasons for opposing the application are as follows: -

1.
Adverse Impact on Existing Town Centre
The sheer scale of this development is disturbing. The net floor area is we believe equivalent to more than that of the current Saffron Walden branches of Tesco and Waitrose combined. By any measure that is a dramatic increase.

The applicants describe the retail town centre of Saffron Walden as being unduly healthy with ‘low vacancy rates, improving yield, increasing retail rents and high environmental quality’. At the date of the application, two major stores within the town centre have been shut for some considerable time with no immediate signs of re-occupation. If the town was as healthy as claimed, then given that they claim 40+ major retailers are supposedly looking for space in the town centres it seems surprising that no one has taken either of these stores, in whole or in part, although we note that there are rumours that Fat Face may be taking over a small part of Eaden Lily. The fact is that many retailers may have looked at this vacant space, but it has been discounted as being unsustainable due to the current level of rents and rates. In addition, the former Mullocks and Wine Rack store remain empty. That is hardly the sign of a healthy town centre and possibly underlines the fragile nature of town centres generally, and Saffron Walden in particular, where a sudden surge in out of town retail space could well tip the town into a dramatic decline. Talk to the local independent traders and they will all confirm just how hard it is to succeed in the town at present levels of rent and rates. Many of the shops are devoid of customers even during peak shopping hours.

Although we cannot profess any particular expertise in retail studies, it does appear to us that the study area is fundamentally flawed. To focus on just Uttlesford, when Saffron Walden is located to the north western extremity of the district, clearly misses out on the impact of near-by centres such as Cambridge, Royston, and Haverhill. The applicant’s experts claim a significant ‘leakage’ of retail spend from the district and that the proposed development will reduce this. We simply do not believe this, as that leakage will continue for the very reason that the town is so close to other competing centres. Those who live in Zone 3 will most likely continue to shop in Bishop’s Stortford, just as those in Zone 2 will most likely continue, to a greater extent, to shop in Great Dunmow or Chelmsford. A branch of Sainsbury’s in Saffron Walden will have minimal impact on leakage.

There is reference to the importance of customer choice. This is a common argument put forward by retailers who desire a ‘piece of the cake’. There are 5 Sainsbury’s stores within 15 miles of Saffron Walden!! There really is no shortage of choice already and ‘choice’ alone is not an acceptable argument for a development of this scale.

This application can only be given serious consideration if Sainsbury’s can demonstrate a clear need and that there is no negative impact on the existing town centre. We believe the documents attached to the application fail to demonstrate that this development is justified by any of the normal measures and, if allowed to proceed, WILL have a very serious and prolonged negative impact on the town centre. It should be remembered that when Tesco arrived, the existing High Street went into an accelerated decline, not withstanding the Swan Meadow car park development, and that decline has never really abated. 

2.
Sustainability
The two main constituent parts of the sustainability considerations for this site are (a) self sufficiency and CO2 emissions and (b) traffic generation.

It is welcomed that the applicant will be including a biomass boiler – providing 10% of the overall energy requirement. It is however disappointing that they have ruled out any other means of generating power from renewable resources. They appear to have set out to do the minimum that current legislation dictates, putting cost constraints above environmental concerns, which is disappointing for a company of the size and integrity of Sainsbury’s. Moreover, the reports accompanying the application only refer to the efficiency levels of the building and plant and machinery, but are silent on the impact of CO2 emissions as a result of the increase in traffic journeys to and from the store. As vehicles are responsible for a significant proportion of all CO2 emissions, a relatively modest increase in traffic generated by the store will lead to significantly higher overall CO2 emissions.

If permitted this store is likely to both increase the number of vehicle journeys undertaken by residents of the catchment area and to some extent it will alter the pattern of the journeys. The traffic study again throws a huge number of statistics into their analysis and it is difficult for lay people to fully comprehend all the figures, but we don’t fundamentally disagree with the statement assumption that 80% of vehicle journeys to the site will come from the north. This is probably a conservative figure. By the applicant’s own arguments, even if the only impact of the new store is to eat into Tesco and Waitrose existing customers, it will result in a very considerable increase in traffic using Thaxted and Peasland Road.

At present, traffic levels along Peasland Road are, at peak periods, close to saturation. Particular problems are caused by parked vehicles along the northern side of the road by the Friends School and close to the junction with Debden Road, and to a lesser extent along the southern side of the road near the junction with South Road. This is primarily a residential road, but one that provides an important route from west to east, and vice versa, that avoids the town centre. It is quite evident to anyone who is familiar with this road that any increase in traffic, particularly in peak hours (which must include school drop off times) will potentially result in very serious congestion. The installation of traffic lights at the Debden Road Junction will in all likelihood make the situation worse. There are also additional development pressures on this road and the junction as a consequence of the Friends School’s residential proposals.

Similarly, the junction of Thaxted and Radwinter Roads is also a peak hour congestion hot spot, although the impact of the new store is likely to be less here as it will be diverting traffic from Tesco’s which would otherwise still use this junction, but far more traffic will be turning right coming from the town centre, which is likely to cause tail backs further into the town centre. This junction has been designated as an AQMA and pollution there already exceeds legal limits.

3.
Loss of Business Space

We recognise that a new store will create a considerable number of new jobs, but one needs to consider the loss of jobs that result elsewhere. The application paints a ‘rosy picture’, but if, as we believe, there will be a significant impact on the town centre trade, then jobs will also be lost. Quantifying such a loss is beyond our capabilities, but we understand that there have been reviews on the impact of out of town or edge of town supermarkets that show that they do not contribute to overall levels of employment.

More to the point, this site has already been earmarked for employment use.  Saffron Walden does not benefit from large areas of brown field land and there are therefore relatively few opportunities for the development of further B1, B2 and B8 uses. This site is in our view particularly well sited for start up and SME type of operations. If Sainsbury’s get their way, where will future demand from these businesses be accommodated? The fact that demands for space in the current economic climate may be limited today does not mean that the issue can be ignored.
4.
Planning Policies
This application fails in just about every aspect of national, regional and local planning policies, notably PPS1, PPS6 and PPG13.  These policies demands that new developments are within existing town/city boundaries, are going to add to the vitality and economic success of those centres, are sustainable and do not have an adverse impact on the environment. The only exception is where a national interest is established, or where there is an overwhelming need for the sake of the local economy, and that has not been proven in this case. Similarly the Local Plan does not include or contemplate a development of the size proposed by the Applicant and this is further supported by the East of England Plan, Spatial Strategy 2.

Conclusion
The applicants have gone to considerable time and expense to prove what they wanted to prove. They have generated a considerable amount of statistical information to help them and for an organisation such as CPREssex, we simply do not have the resources to properly challenge and test those statistics. It is of course an established fact that statistics can be used in a variety of ways and it is quite possible to prove or disprove whatever you want by selective sampling. 

The very fact that they claim this development will reduce ‘leakage’ from the district demonstrates a lack of understanding of the retail shopping pattern of north west Uttlesford given Saffron Walden’s closeness to south Cambridge, Royston and Haverhill, all of which can have a significant impact on shopping patterns.

They claim that in their local surveys that a considerable proportion of residents support the application. Much of course depends upon how the questions were asked! We have no doubt that many residents ‘would like’ a Sainsbury’s, but how many would say ‘we need one’ or for that matter any of the other competing supermarket operators? Throw into the questionnaire the traffic issues, environmental issues, job creation issues and the impact on the town centre – none of which are as clear cut as the applicants would have us think, then a very different set of answers may have been achieved.

It is our belief and recommendation that this application should be refused.

Yours faithfully

Dr A.J.Phillips

…

The Campaign to Protect Rural Essex, CPREssex, is the county branch of the Campaign to Protect Rural England. 

CPREssex, registered charity no.1094178, is a company limited by guarantee, registered in England, no.4536412, which exists to promote the beauty, tranquillity and diversity of rural Essex by encouraging the sustainable use of land and other 
natural resources in town and country.  

Registered Office: RCCE House, Threshelfords Park, Inworth Road, Feering, Colchester, Essex CO5 9SE.







_1141726863.bin

