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9th December 2009

Dear Sir

RE: Planning Application UTT/1323/09/FUL, Tesco, Radwinter Road

As Chairman of the Uttlesford District Group I have considered with my colleagues the Application made by Tesco for expansion of their existing store in Radwinter Road, Saffron Walden. 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 development on the grounds of ; 

· adverse impact on the existing town centre 

· sustainability/traffic generation

· it does not address the reasons for the dismissal of their appeal in 2000 for an extension to the store that was smaller than the one proposed in this application

In principal, we recognise that the proposed extension uses land currently owned by Tesco and does not require any infringement of adjacent land. The appearance of the expanded store is consistent with the current building and does not detract from that of the overall site. In addition it would have minimal impact on visibility from the road because of its location.

Our detailed reasons for opposing the application are as follows:

1. Adverse Impact on Existing Town Centre

The proposed expansion of 1274 sq.m additional floorspace represents and increase of 30% of the current store. There is also 601 sq.m of “other” space to give a total of 1875 sq.m or an addition of 44% compared with the existing store. It is noted that a café is to be included which is to be welcomed as it satisfies customer need based on the concerns expressed when it was closed several years ago and what appeared in the customer survey enclosed with the application although the number of respondents was low. Of great concern is the breakdown of the increased sales area with 70% being non-food items. The items described, namely additional clothing, entertainment /books, small domestic appliances, sports goods and cards/party ranges will be in direct competition with stores in the town centre. Although we are not opposed to competition which is encouraged by Government, this will have a direct impact on the viability of the town centre which is struggling already.

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, 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.

This application can only be given serious consideration if Tesco 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 the original store was built, 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 noted in the Energy Statement that Tesco intend to refurbish the existing retail store and reduce the overall carbon footprint of the building by implementing energy efficiency measures and utilise low carbon and renewable energy systems as appropriate. This is to be welcomed.

Of concern is traffic generation and the impact on congestion in the area as well as CO2 emission from additional vehicles visiting the site. 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. By increasing the area of the store by 30-44% the Tesco objective must be to increase turnover by a combination of increased customer numbers and spend per customer. Although the store is adequately supplied with bus services the reality is that the majority of customers will use their own vehicles because of the convenience of transporting large quantities of shopping or heavy/bulky items. This will increase traffic flow and the need for on-site parking. It is interesting to note that the number of parking spaces has actually been reduced from  398 to 368 even though there is a proposed increase in staff numbers by 34% full-time and 40% part-time. It is unlikely that all of these will either use public transport or walk/cycle. 

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. Traffic flow will be along the Radwinter Road either from the direction of Sewards End or from the town centre and Thaxted Road areas.  The junction of Thaxted and Radwinter Roads is a peak hour congestion hot spot, and traffic approaching from the Thaxted Road will need to turn right or traffic will need to cross these lights from the town centre, both of which will cause significant tailbacks This junction has been designated as an AQMA and pollution there already exceeds legal limits. In attempt to avoid this bottleneck customers and anybody wishing to travel to Sewards End and beyond will seek other routes with the only alternative being Ashdon Road, which is already bad because of parking, leading into Elizabeth Way and the traffic lights onto Radwinter Road. If the Sainsbury’s proposal is approved this will make the traffic congestion even worse.

3.
Planning Policies
This application is inconsistent with PPS6 in that new developments should be 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. In 1998 Tesco submitted an application (UTT/0120/98/FUL) to increase the size of the store by 1097sq.m of which 784 sq.m would be for sales. This application was rejected in March 2000 largely on the basis of the effect on the vitality and viability of Saffron Walden town centre. It subsequently went to appeal  (APP/C1570/A/00/1039861) which was dismissed on the adverse impact on Saffron Walden on retail policy grounds. PPS6 requires sequential approval of location where non-central locations are lowest priority. In addition it requires that a single retailer should not split sites and thus to build the extension in the town centre is not desirable or viable. The current application is for an extension 60% larger than that already refused and nothing has changed since the original application was refused.

Conclusion
The applicants have gone to considerable time and expense to support their proposal. 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. 

They claim that in their local surveys that a considerable proportion of residents support the application. Many of these supported the application on the basis of provision of a café. Much of course depends upon how the questions were asked. If the traffic issues, environmental issues, and the impact on the town had been included in the quesstionnaire 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

