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Dorking SOS’s response to consultation on the MVDC Local Development Framework

1. Introduction 

Dorking SOS is a large network of local residents which initially came together to oppose a major new supermarket in the heart of our town. With the plans to build a superstore currently on hold we have subsequently turned our attention to other matters to improve the vitality of our town.

After the initial plans for a supermarket in St Martin’s Walk were halted, we were told that Roger Tym & Partners would be undertaking a retail study and in April 07 we submitted a paper offering an ‘alternative vision’ and expressing our concern about pinning hopes for the revitalization of Dorking on a supermarket development.  However, little of our contribution was included.  

We were consequently invited to contribute to a workshop that Roger Tym Associates hosted in 10 May 07. 

Because of the nature of our network, we are only responding to the questions in this consultation which are relevant to the retail centre of Dorking.   
2. Issues  with Consultants Report

There has been no opportunity to respond separately to the consultant’s report. It has embedded into the consultation without a chance for it to be checked or ratified in any way. Its conclusions are in many places inconsistent with the main body of the report and many of them are conjectural, based upon opinions rather than hard facts. The report should be scrutinised and checked by a third party, and any necessary corrections made, before being used.

In particular, our analysis of the report came up with the following issues:
· The study area contains a significant number of households (36,000) which are not within Mole Valley, many of which are within Zones which are closer to other larger shopping centres (Crawley, Horsham) than to Mole Valley.  How can the consultants be sure that this methodology has not skewed or invalidated the results of the study?

· The increase suggested would increase the comparison shopping floor space see appendix 4 table 6 from 13,286 sqm by 3,275 which is an increase of 25%

· The convenience goods market share sums to 100% entirely made up of supermarkets.  Where is the analysis of spend in independents, and why is M&S not included?

· The appendix show no figures for convenience (food) floor area, other than for Sainsbury’s and Waitrose in Dorking

· What comparison has been made of the floor space which the report says will be needed with the current empty units in Dorking, especially in St Martin’s Walk?  We believe this is something between 6 and 10% - a not insubstantial amount

3. Our response to Questions
Q9

1. Do you agree that Dorking and Leatherhead should continue to be classified as "town centres"?

Yes

2. Do you agree that Ashtead and Bookham should be re-classified as "district centres" as defined in PPS6?

No response

3. Do you agree that Fetcham should continue to be designated as a local centre in accordance with PPS6?

No response

Q10

1. What do you think should be the vision for the centres of Dorking and Leatherhead, Ashtead, Bookham and Fetcham?

Introduction

We want to make Dorking a town where it is convenient for locals to buy good quality, well-priced local food and products, without a negative impact on our community and the environment.

In addition, we believe Dorking can develop a niche focus rather than competing with large nearby towns, which would better promote the key strands of economic development in Surrey – tourism and agriculture.  It should do this by ‘putting the market back into this market town’, both literally and metaphorically.  

There is no simple solution to this challenge. Instead, we believe the answer lies in addressing many individual issues which will enable a vibrant, sustainable economy to flourish whilst retaining and enhancing the character of the town that makes it such a pleasant place in which to live and work – and for visitors to enjoy.

The Campaign to Protect Rural England (CPRE) recognises that many of our small towns are losing their most valuable asset – their character and distinctiveness. It carried out a “health check” survey in 2004 of over 100 market towns
 (http://www.cpre.org.uk/news/view/128) and found that many were threatened by bland and uniform new development.

The report’s authors identified the following ingredients for a successful market town:

· Community spirit

· Civic pride

· Local markets

· Events and festivals

· Good planning

Our Clone Town Britain survey
 (Using the criteria from the New Economics Foundation’s report “Clone Town Britain: The survey results on the bland state of the nation”) showed we are a “borderline” market town, at risk, but with a solid base of independent retailers on which to build.
We believe Dorking can provide a lead in the county both economically and politically. The Local Government White Paper on Strong and Prosperous Communities
 (https://www.odpm.gov.uk/index.asp?id=1503999) tasks authorities with putting the community at the centre of their thinking, not retailers. Together, the active community in Dorking and a forward-thinking council could exemplify good practice.
Shopping in Dorking

We’d like to see Mole Valley planners, elected members and council officers proactively and creatively promoting a retail balance between independent food stores, our regular markets and supermarkets.  It is a fundamental flaw in the Town, District, Local and Village Centres Study that the contribution and value of independent food shopping is not addressed, even though it is highly valued (28% said they liked the selection/choice of independent/specialist shops; 52% particularly valued the character of Dorking).

In recent years Dorking has lost bakers, butchers, fishmongers and green grocers – there is now nowhere in Dorking other than the supermarkets to buy fresh vegetables and fish on a daily basis; nowhere (supermarkets included) to buy local produce and only one butcher and baker.

The benefits of small independent stores and regular markets, in both towns and villages are many:

· They are more inclined to trade with local wholesalers and producers cutting down on food miles (see Saxmundham, where local producers have increased because of a focus on independence)

· They tend to serve a smaller customer base cutting down on consumer miles and customizing their service  

· They have a higher staff to customer ratio, providing a more tailored customer service and more jobs (All Party Parliamentary Small Shops Group 2006)
· Markets in particular provide good value.  A study of London’s street and farmer’s markets concluded that “farmers’ markets are also more price competitive than is often presumed and … can compete effectively with supermarkets” (http://www.lda.gov.uk/upload/pdf/tradingplaces/pdf).  Our own survey showed that shopping for the same basket of goods (fresh fruit and veg) in the Dorking Friday market was over 20% cheaper in the market than in Sainsbury’s. 

· They circulate investment in the local economy by using local services and providers, unlike national or international chains which profit the shareholder (see New Economic Foundation’s Local Money Multiplier research in Northumberland, which revealed that for every £ spent with a local supplier it was worth £1.76 to the local economy - because the initial £1 stayed in the area, and 76 per cent of it was then re-spent locally - compared to only 36 pence when the same £1 was spent with suppliers outside the area.)

· They maintain competition and character

· They help to prevent social exclusion – especially for those groups that don’t drive  

We believe there is a place for supermarkets in Dorking with their prime benefit being convenience.  But supermarkets have significant shortcomings:

· Both policy makers and consumers are increasingly appreciating the impact of an oligopoly of large supermarkets accounting for 70% of our food shopping

· The opening of a new superstore typically accounts for a net loss of 276 jobs
 due to the mixed benefits of their economies of scale and sometimes prompts the collapse of the local food trade
.   

· Mole Valley's residents' survey of 2005
 asked: "If there was a larger supermarket in Dorking would this attract you to shop in the town more often?" The majority (57%) said either probably not, or definitely not.    Additionally, the Dorking Healthcheck (2007) found that 65% of respondents rated existing supermarket provision from adequate to excellent, with only 14% rating it as poor or very poor.
· The All-Party Parliamentary Small Shops Group
 concluded that communities and consumers “stand to be disadvantaged the most [by supermarket dominance] with restricted choice, entrenched social exclusion and a vulnerable supply chain”. 

· 
· Supermarkets have a greater tendency to import non-seasonal, non-local food and attract drivers from further afield, so both food and consumer miles increase (A Defra study published las year found food miles had risen by 15% in the decade to 2002 and 4% between 2002 and 2004)

· Supermarkets are high users of energy –  every open freezer costs £15,000 per year to power (“Heat, how to stop the planet burning” George Monbiot 2007) and Government studies show that retail uses far more electricity than any other area of the economy (Royal Commission on Environmental Pollution, “Biomass as a renewable energy source” 2004) 
The disadvantages of becoming a ‘supermarket town’ are seen locally.  Reigate has benefited from a free car park provided by Morrisons, but has become a socially exclusive town centre, with the economy based around lifestyle shops and upmarket chains. Leatherhead now has a pedestrianised centre and three large supermarkets - and was voted the fifth worst street in the UK by CABE's "Streets of Shame" report.


An alternative vision

However, there are viable alternatives operating effectively round the country which could build on Dorking’s existing strengths. 

Bridport in Dorset is a "beacon town" because of the quality and diversity of its local food - like Dorking it is a gateway to beautiful local countryside. 

Saxmundham in Suffolk is the centre of a "food destination" that has seen local suppliers expand from 300 to 370 because of the farsighted planning by the District Council in refusing planning permission for a superstore development and supporting local food economies.

More locally Haslemere has successfully run a loyalty card scheme for three years and its CBI is happy to share learning and technology.  

Canterbury has launched a ‘goods shed’ in 2003 (http://www.made-in-kent.co.uk/producers/the-goods-shed.shtml) which provides a site for local producers to congregate under one roof and supply an in house café.  Hampton Hill provides a similar space as a Farmer’s City Market (http://www.farmerscitymarket.com/), giving shoppers the simplicity of paying at one checkout. 

There is a substantial base on which to build.  Dorking is now a Fairtrade Town (one of only three in Surrey) – there are a growing number of people who are prepared to use their power as consumers to influence the way food is produced and sold.  When we surveyed the town last year we found well over 150 independent traders operating in the town centre.  Dorking should be promoted as a ‘food destination’, where local produce is prominent in the town centre.
So in summary: 

· Our markets should be supported to be visible, regular and conveniently sited 

Ideally, a narrowing of the road outside the High Street entrance to St Martins Walk should be considered on market day, with a view to building an expanded pedestrianised area in the long term. St Martins Walk itself could be slightly remodeled to accommodate a market and the market should be held regularly including a weekend slot.  

We’d like to see a permanent fruit and vegetable stall encouraged in the same site – addressing the challenge of high rents that independent retailers face in Dorking.  

Our consultation with stall holders shows a lot of willingness in this regard. 
· Our independent retailers and local producers should be encouraged through imaginative schemes such as loyalty cards and shared premises with shared services.  These could be supported through joint ventures, which might include MVDC and local social enterprise.  
There is a real need to work effectively with Dorking landlords in the longer term to maximize the use of empty units for the projected increased need for retail space.
· Our existing supermarkets should be encouraged to improve the quality and infrastructure of their stores focusing on food rather than comparison shopping - including the possibility of a medium scale expansion of their existing sites  

2. Dorking is the larger of the District's two town centres. Do you agree that it should continue to be the main focus for investment in convenience and comparison shopping floorspace?


The notion of an “overall spatial vision for the area” (5.19 Further Issues and Options Consultation)
is local authority led and does not necessarily make sense to the community.  MVDC residents are as likely to shop beyond as within the borders of Mole Valley. 

The focus of investment should therefore be encouraged to respond to the needs of each town and its hinterland separately.  


Q11

1. Which if any of the three options for comparison goods do you think the Council should pursue?

We would like to explore more imaginative ways of meeting the town centre’s challenges which may maintain market share.  For example:

· How can we work with landlords to fill and adapt empty units to provide extra floor area? 

· How can we use the markets and St Martin’s Walk open space better to supply the community?

These three choices should not be seen as the complete set of all possible options and likewise a combination of the options is possible. Having to pick between them too simplistic however we believe Dorking’s place is as a community and niche centre, so option two is the best of the three. 

2. Should we plan for an increase in comparison shopping floorspace in Leatherhead in the light of the findings of the Consultant's study?

No response

3. Would additional comparison shopping floorspace in the District's town centres attract more trade to them if the larger town centres, e.g., Crawley and Guildford are expanding to improve their retail offer, or would it lead to an over provision of retail floorspace and vacant shop units?

The amount of floor space in Dorking and Leatherhead would if anything seem to be more than adequate judging by the number of empty retail units - it is not clear whether this existing available floorspace has been factored into the report’s calculation of further retail floorspace requirements.  Additionally, as the report points out (4.43), Dorking already provides an above average level of comparison floorspace, not all of which can be offset against the 10% occupied by the antique traders in West Street; this and the fact that over 6% is unused could be seen as indicators of an oversupply.
The reason that these are empty depends on the nature of the retailer although for all retailers the ambience of decline must be an issue.   For independents, it’s about cost, for nationals, it’s about size and layout.    It may also be that existing floorspace is not being used in the most efficient manner, and that there are opportunities for merging smaller units to provide larger units which may be of interest to the nationals.

Imaginative solutions are required for these challenges, not building new floorspace.  


4. If you feel additional comparison shopping floorspace should be provided, do you feel any should be in Ashtead, Bookham or Fetcham?

No response

5. If you do not agree with any of the options, do you have an alternative suggestion?

According to the consultants, Dorking already has a ‘healthy’ retention of convenience spend at 64% (‘healthy being defined as between 55-70%).  For comparison goods, Dorking’s market share is ‘reasonable’ at 29%, comparable with Reigate & Redhill (3.23).  This raises the question as to how much further these levels are likely to be raised by increasing supermarket provision in Dorking, and what evidence is there that this increase could be to the levels suggested in the report of 80% (10.64).
The underlying problem with the consultant’s report is the suggestion that an increase in national chains in Dorking will increase the ‘retention’ of spend locally.  In fact up to 95% of money spent at supermarkets and other large multiples disappears from the local area, profiting instead their shareholders (All Party Parliamentary Small Shops Group).

Instead an effort should be made to continue to meet the needs of local people, whilst generating as much investment as possible within the local economy.  Support of local agriculture, tourism and retail will be far more effective. 

6. What do you think will happen to the town centres if additional non food shops are not provided?

A combination of travel outside the borough and more online shopping.  According to the report here is a ‘high market share for internet, mail order and catalogue comparison shopping’, however the projection of future increase in the percentage of this seems small, which potentially has an impact on the oversupply of floorspace.
A positive alternative is to develop Dorking further as a destination for tourists who come to the Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty.  


Q12

1. Do you agree that the additional food shopping floorspace should be provided in Ashtead and Dorking? What size and scale do you feel would be appropriate?

More floorspace is required, but on a small scale that will not have an adverse effect on the other good stores in the town. Additional food shopping floorspace could in part be provided by a more frequent and prominent market in Dorking, since the existing weekly, farmers’ and Sunday market already offer a significant amount of food products, and possibly Ashtead which can provide the daily needs of residents. Additionally more smaller locally owned food outlets may take some of the strain off the supermarkets.


2. If not where else in the District do you think additional floorspace for food shopping should be provided?

Within the other existing town centres servicing the needs of their local communities.

Q13

1. Do you think that provision should be made for more restaurants, cafes and bars in the District's town centres in Dorking and Leatherhead and/or in Ashtead, Bookham or Fetcham?

The areas seem very well served with all of these so no special provision should be made.

2. We have been told that there is a need for more hotels in the Leatherhead area / north of the District and in the Dorking area, particularly for people visiting or on business. Do agree?

No response

Q14

1. Do you agree that the economies of the town centres benefits from the presence of office workers?

Very much so. Office workers tend to use local shops to buy lunch as well as groceries and other small purchases to take home. They are a key part of the normal daytime economy.

2. Are there any other aspects to do with the development of a vision and planning strategy for the District's town centres which you think should be covered.

Evidence shows that large supermarkets have a negative impact on the local economy; a net loss   of 276 jobs per development; closure of many independents (Warminster lost 75% of its convenience stores following the opening of a superstore5) and a knock-on impact on local wholesalers and producers. This impacts negatively on the community too. There is a common misconception that supermarkets are convenient and cheap, but in fact they contribute to social exclusion by driving out competition and local stores. Research by Dorking SOS in local markets shows a typical shopping basket of fruit and vegetables was almost 22% cheaper than the supermarket

Large-scale development, such as was proposed recently in Dorking, would lead to an inevitable increase in traffic, including consumer miles, deliveries into Dorking and food miles. This would have an impact on the Mill Lane junction especially, with its listed environment, but also on the whole system. The Dorking Decongestion Study has already recognized "the need to look beyond engineering solutions and address congestion by encouraging less use of private cars". Dorking Healthcheck's initial survey reveals that "respondents are very positive about the centre of Dorking in terms of the living, shopping and surrounding environment" but that "traffic and traffic congestion" top the list of improvement needs. Mole Valley's Local Plan has a strategic objective to "encourage measures which reduce demands for travel by car". These items should not be overlooked.

Q15

1. Do you agree with the analysis and recommended approach suggested by the Consultants?

No response




· 



� http://www.cpre.org.uk/news/view/128


� Using the criteria from the New Economics Foundation’s report “Clone Town Britain: The survey results on the bland state of the nation”


� https://www.odpm.gov.uk/index.asp?id=1503999





� National Retail Planning Forum – 1998 study (via FoE and Competition Commission. 2000. Supermarkets: A report on the supply of groceries from multiple stores in the United Kingdom.)


� Warminster lost 75% of its convenience stores following the opening of a new superstore, 5 http://www.competition-commission.org.uk/inquiries/ref2006/grocery/pdf/


third_party_submissions_other_org_prof_neil_wrigley.pdf


� Mole Valley District Council Residents Survey June/July 2005





7 Dorking DNA – Healthcheck Report September 2007


� 8 http://www.nfsp.org.uk/uploads/pdfs/High%20Street%20Britain%202015%20report.pdf





Mandy Barnett   26 February 2008
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