DORKING SOS

ASHTEAD ENQUIRY COMMENTS

By Rob Sedgwick

Documents Referred To

1. Mole Valley Town, District, Local and Village Centres Study November 2007 - 

Roger Tym & Partners 

2. Mole Valley Town, District, Local and Village Centres Study: Supplementary Report, December 2008 - Roger Tym & Partners

3. Mole Valley Town, District, Local and Village Centres Study: Partial Update, January 2010 - Roger Tym & Partners

General comments

1. There has been no direct opportunity given by MVDC to comment on the Rodger Tym documents. Their conclusions have been lifted directly into the council’s strategy documents in the Local Development Framework and we have been asked to comment on interpretations on those conclusions, but with the implication being that the Tym conclusions were sound and accurate.

2. The two Tesco applications have both drawn heavily upon the conclusions of the two Tym reports, again with the implicit assumption that the reports are accurate and that their methodologies and assumptions are all valid.

Comments on November 2007 Tym Report

3. The zones chosen for the study area Ashtead area (section 3.2) seem to be somewhat arbitrary and uneven both in size and population (Appendix 5, Table 1). Ashtead’s Zone 4 is much smaller and also closer to the edge of the district. This makes it look like a trip to a supermarket in Leatherhead or Epsom is going outside the area, when in fact people in other zones are “allowed” to make much longer journeys without stepping outside their zones. Had zones 3 and 4 been combined they would not have been the biggest in area or in population, yet the eventual results of the survey would have been vastly different. The main effect (and perhaps justification) for creating Ashtead as a separate zone is to create a zone without a major supermarket (Figure 10.7, section 10.88). There are in fact three large supermarkets within five miles of Ashtead but the zones chosen by the report give the impression that there are no large local stores. The report eventually concludes that there is “a retention level of only 12.4%” in Ashtead (section 10.65). Yet had the boundaries been chosen differently the conclusions would have been very dissimilar.

4. The report says (section 3.4) that: “A sample size of 0.4% is usually considered statistically valid for a telephone survey and so this is a robust sample size.”  However no justification is given for this figure of 0.4% with the population sizes in question, despite this being a very straightforward statistical term to calculate.

97 and 67 people have only answered the two key questions in the survey respectively. These questions are: “Q01 In which shop has your household spent most money on food and groceries over the past 6 months?” (Appendix, p7) and “Q04 Where does your household undertake most ‘top-up’ food and grocery purchases?” (p9)

The population of Ashtead in Appendix 4 in 1997 is given as just over 20,000 people.

The screen shot below from an online sample size calculator shows an example of why 97 people (actually one of the questions has been answered by just 67) is too small a sample.  For instance the figure of  31.9% for Tesco’s Craddock Parade top-up shopping needs a sample of nearly 900 (888) to get an error margin of 3% (my figure), with a 95% confidence. This can be seen on the left hand side of the page, i.e. 888 people would be required to get an accuracy of 32% ( 3%.

On the right hand side of the page the actual error margin is shown to be 11% with their sample size and a 95% confidence which is totally unacceptable for a figure of 32%(11%, which could be anywhere between 21% and 43%!
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Given the eventual significance of this figure not just for Ashtead but for the whole of retail within Mole Valley, it is far too inaccurate. The whole retail survey is far too light given that it forms the basis of every calculation in the report.

5. “For food and groceries, the results of the two types of shopping trip questions (main and top-up) were then merged” (section 3.7). “The weighting applied reflects the national market share of the large supermarket operators vis-à-vis the smaller operators and independents and is as follows:” (section 3.7).  What they are doing is assuming a ratio of 70:30 for main shop:convenience shop based only on anecdotal evidence of where people shop. Again given the significance of the eventual results this ratio is far too casual, and the respondents should have at least been given the chance to say the ratio for themselves of the two types of shopping, if not their actual spending recorded.

6. Only supermarkets are considered to give a retention figure of 12.4% (Section 10.65, Table 10 [p158 appendix]). The retention figure is simply showing how much of Ashtead expenditure is going to large supermarkets. Only 48% of the total expenditure is allowed for, so much of the rest must be going to the smaller shops in Ashtead, but is not even mentioned because Tym are only looking at supermarkets. All the butchers, greengrocers, newsagents and bakers in Ashtead do not count. The assumption in this report is the all convenience expenditure is going “outside” the area, when in fact much of it is going to smaller shops within, of which Ashtead has a large number. Even that which is going outside of Zone 4 is going to local supermarkets just outside the arbitrary zone in Leatherhead and Epsom which are within 5 miles of Ashtead and to most residents are local. 

The report says: “In the interests of sustainability, we consider that there is scope to claw back some of the expenditure leakage”, which actually means: “we think that a lot of the money we haven’t been able to place could be spent in an Ashtead supermarket”.

7. The report speaks often (e.g. section 3.16) of retention in terms of supermarkets retaining the money spent in that area. However only a very small percentage of money spent in a supermarket is retained in the town where it is spent (5% is a typical figure quoted in studies). This compares to up to 50% for smaller stores quoted in the same studies. Although the council may benefit financially from having supermarkets in its area, the general population and local economy are in fact worse off with them than without them.

8. The calculation of turnover (Appendix 5, Table 14) is therefore highly misleading as it is based upon survey data that have a huge error margin, as mentioned above.

9. In section 10.87 it says: “Table 14a also shows the survey derived turnover and the benchmark turnover for each centre in Mole Valley. It is clear that there is a high level of overtrading of the existing stores in both Dorking and Leatherhead. However, the table shows much of this overtrading being offset on a District-wide basis by an apparent undertrading of the stand-alone Tesco store in Hookwood. We do not consider that this represents the actual situation. It is highly unlikely that this Tesco achieves such a low turnover – we anticipate that it in fact has a much higher inflow than the 5% that we allowed for.” So Roger Tym even question their own data, and they try and explain that by saying their inflow must be wrong, when in fact the underlying survey data used throughout the report cannot be trusted and may well be the reason there appears to be so much overtrading.

10. The calculation of the floor space (section 10.92) relies upon the £45.8m calculated from the overtrading results, all of which are ultimately derived from the inaccurate survey data and therefore cannot be trusted.

11. Of the actual people who did answer the 2007 survey, small though the sample size is, the survey was twisted to support the overall conclusions of the report, not necessarily in keeping with the actual data, namely:

· a total of 55% of people indicated (Q4 and Q5, Appendix 2) they were in Ashtead to shop. Contrary to the comments (Paras 6.5 to 6.7), this would appear to be a healthy indicator of retail activity in Ashtead. 

· only 1.6% of people disliked the“lack of a larger supermarket” (Q7, Appendix 2), yet the report recommends building a new one.

· When asked “how could Ashtead best be improved for shopping?” (Q8, Appendix 2), only 3.2% of people chose “a better/bigger supermarket”, but this fact
is not mentioned. However, the 17% who chose“a better choice of shops” is
mentioned (Para 6.10). 
· The report says: “The main problems with Ashtead were considered by the businesses surveyed to be a poor range of multiple/national retailers” (section 6.22). Actually (Q14 Ashtead, Appendix 3) only six businesses in the survey indicated that this was one of their top five problems. Yet nearly all of them said they would like to increase the number of independent traders! This is typical of the tone of the report that talks only in terms of supermarkets and plays them up frequently, often without justification.
· The overall conclusion from the“consultation event findings” (Para 6.24) again does not appear to be supported by the underlying survey responses. As
indicated above, responses from both Ashtead individuals and businesses were shown to be looking for more choice of speciality shops, and there is no indication of a strong feeling for a large“anchor store” in The Street.
Comments on December 2008 Tym Report for Ashtead

12. Roger Tym’s 2008 supplementary report for Ashtead is still based upon the 2007 survey data and is therefore untrustworthy.

13. In the conclusions it says. “In terms of qualitative factors, shoppers, business and other consultees indicated that they would like a new supermarket in Ashtead” yet almost zero people in the survey (2007, Appendix 1) indicated that they would like to see more supermarket provision in Ashtead. Likewise in the business survey (2007, Appendix 2)  only six businesses in Ashtead said they would like to see more multiples, a minority of those which answered the survey. This report too keeps saying something which what survey data there is don’t.

Comments on January 2010 Tym Report for Mole Valley

14. Roger Tym’s 2010 report, which dramatically increases the floorspace requirements for Dorking, is still based upon the 2007 survey data and is therefore untrustworthy.

15. Section 4.14 says:  “For the convenience sector, we have made an allowance for SFT of half that shown in the guidance provide by Experian in their Retail Planner Briefing Note 6.0 (Table 5.1) until 2012, and assumed that SFT for 2017, 2021 and 2026 will be half that projected by Experian for 2016. This is our standard assumption and the rationale for it is that a significant proportion of convenience goods ordered over the internet are shelf-picked from local stores and thus the expenditure is still funding the turnover of the ‘bricks and mortar’ floorspace.” This is a massive assumption. Roger Tym’s are basically halving the recommended effect of Internet shopping based upon their “standard assumption” that Internet shopping works in a certain way and will continue to do so with no justification.

Conclusion

The reports by Roger Tym & Partners are not sufficiently rigorous to be accepted almost without question into the MVDC Local Development Framework. Neither can they be used as a basis for the applications by Tesco to justify the development of a supermarket in Ashtead.

This is not to say that the conclusions of the Tym reports are wrong, merely that the methodologies used and the underlying data are not adequate to be able to trust their conclusions with any degree of confidence.

If a future report is conducted by Roger Tym & Partners or a similar retail consultant it should be subjected to rigorous peer review and checked thoroughly before being accepted into council policies or used as a basis for planning applications.

