
 
 

ACS Submission: Revised National Planning Policy Framework 
  
ACS (the Association of Convenience Stores) welcomes the opportunity to respond to the 
Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government consultation on the draft of the 
National Planning Policy Framework.  ACS represents 33,500 local shops across the UK 
including the Co-op, Spar UK, McColls Retail and thousands of independent retailers. For 
more information about ACS, see Annex A.  
  
ACS is a longstanding supporter of “Town Centre First” planning policy. We believe it is 
important that the “Town Centre First” planning policy is retained and strengthened in the 
draft National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) to drive new retail investments into 
existing town centres and high streets.  Lack of clarity and consistency around the 
enforcement of this policy will be detrimental to the vitality and viability of town centres at a 
time when there is significant change on high streets and in sectors like retail that have a 
significant presence on the high street. 
  
The retail market has changed significantly since 2012 when the NPPF was first introduced. 
There is far less new retail space being developed, especially out of town retail 
developments, as grocery and non-food retailers attempt to maintain, or in some case 
consolidate, their existing retail floorspace.  This reflects changes in the retail market with a 
shift in the cost of operating large footprint retail sites, more online shopping and the 
increasing relevance of using small format convenience stores for little and often grocery 
shopping.  These changing shopping habits are relevant to the development of the draft 
NPPF. 
  
We welcome the numerous mentions of local shops in the revised NPPF and the recognition 
of the important role they play in both rural and urban areas.  In our response, we have 
argued that planners need to think carefully about how they will account for the provision of 
retail space in secondary shopping areas where convenience stores trade, especially where 
new housing developments are brought forward. 
   
ACS has responded to the relevant consultation questions below. ACS is also a member of 
the National Retail Planning Forum (NRPF) and endorse their submission. Please see 
Annex B polling jointly developed by ACS and NRPF of 69 local authority planning officers, 
collected October/ November 2017 asking them about their views on the effectiveness of the 
NPPF.  For more information please contact Edward.woodall@acs.org.uk or call 01252 
515001. 
  
CHAPTER 2: ACHIEVING SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT 
  
Question 2: Do you agree with the changes to the sustainable development objectives 
and the presumption in favour of sustainable development? 
  
We welcome the clarification of the criteria for the presumption in favour of sustainable 
development. We support a plan-led system and believe that the planning system will only 
be as strong as the local plans that are developed in close consultation with their 
communities. As far as possible local plans should determine developments with the 
presumption in favour of sustainable development as a back stop.  
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We would like to understand the impact that point 11d(i) may have on the application of the 
sequential test and impact tests included in Chapter 7 of the draft NPPF.  In the NPPF 
paragraph 14 it says “specific policies in this Framework indicate development should be 
restricted.” This is included to ensure policies such as the sequential test and impact tests 
for town centres are properly applied.  There is no longer a reference to “specific policies” in 
the draft NPPF, instead the document now states: “the application of policies in this 
Framework.”  Is this change going to undermine the application of gateway tests such as the 
sequential test in chapter 7? 
 
We do not want to see a situation created where the presumption in favour of sustainable 
development overrides the application of important tests included in the NPPF. We 
recognise that later in the draft NPPF at paragraph 91 there is a specific reference stating: 
“Where an application fails to satisfy the sequential test or is likely to have significant 
adverse impact on one or more of the above considerations, it should be refused”. We would 
welcome clarification of this point in planning policy guidance or by re-introducing language 
about “specific policies”. 
  
CHAPTER 3: PLAN MAKING 
  
Question 6: Do you have any other comments on the text of Chapter 3? 
  
Paragraph 20 of Chapter 3 identifies retail developments as possible strategic site 
allocations. Paragraph 22 indicates that such strategic site allocations should look ahead 
over a minimum 15-year period. This timeframe conflicts with the timeframes set out in 
Chapter 7 paragraph 86d in relation to town centre planning. 
  
We believe that 15-year planning timeframe for town centres is too long to be accurate. In 
polling of planning officers completed by ACS and NRPF over half (52%) state that the 
current approach to quantitative needs assessment does not provide sufficient 
understanding to formulate effective local plans1. The further forward retail projections are 
required the more difficult it is to be accurate, especially with the retail environment changing 
so quickly.  
 
We believe it is important for the draft NPPF and supporting guidance to be clear about the 
timeframes we are expecting local planners to take into consideration. Based on the current 
draft there are three timeframes we are asking planners to consider in relation to town centre 
retail developments; the review of local plans every 5 years (paragraph 23), allocation of 
retail sites over 10 years (paragraph 86d) and for strategic retail developments over 15 years 
(paragraph 22).  
 
With significant change happening in the retail sector we believe it will be difficult to project 
forward 10 years, let alone 15 years. We urge MHCLG to consider clarifying in planning 
guidance what developments constitute strategic developments over those that only require 
a 5 to 10-year growth projection and the most appropriate way to project need over this 
period. 
  
In paragraph 34 we believe that included in the list of other infrastructures there should be a 
specific reference to local services or local shops.  Based on current shopping trends, 
consumer shopping habits focus on shopping little, often and close to their homes, therefore 
where new housing developments come forward they need to consider the allocation of 
convenience retail provision.  
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CHAPTER 5: DELIVERING A SUFFICIENT SUPPLY OF HOMES 
  
The debate on housing dominates the discussion on planning policy at both local and 
national level, it is important that the provision of retail services alongside housing and the 
introduction of housing into environments where retail has traditionally dominated are 
carefully considered. Changing shopping habits could mean there are opportunities to 
consolidate and convert existing non-domestic premise, but a balance must be struck to 
ensure there are still enough local services in areas to support communities, like local shops 
and post offices.   
 
We welcome the stipulation in paragraph 80 for the need to promote sustainable 
development in rural areas and for local plans to support existing villages to thrive. 
Convenience stores play an essential role in rural communities providing goods and services 
to isolated communities. There are 19,000 rural convenience stores in the UK, 57% of which 
trade in locations with no other retail/ service businesses around them2. Where new housing 
development comes forward, local plans must consider how they complement existing 
service in villages and small towns like local shops.  
  
Local shops often consolidate a range of local services that would have previously been 
delivered by numerous individual businesses, for example post offices, off licenses and 
banks. We therefore believe it is important that that instead of the NPPF referencing “local 
services” in paragraph 80 it should stipulate (as it does in paragraph 84d and 93a) that this 
includes local shops, in recognition of the many local services one shop can now maintain 
and deliver to a community. 
  
CHAPTER 6: BUILDING A STRONG COMPETITIVE ECONOMY 
  
Question 15: Do you agree with the policy changes on supporting business growth 
and productivity, including the approach to accommodating local business and 
community needs in rural areas? 
  
We welcome Chapter 6 on building a strong, competitive economy. We endorse paragraph 
83d that stipulates that plans need to be able to “enable a rapid response to changes in 
economic circumstances”.  In the retail sector there is significant change, meaning that 
retailers need the flexibility to adapt their business whether by expanding their business or 
incorporating new services in their business – the planning system must allow for this 
change to take place.  
 
We agree that local plans should enable the retention and development of local services as 
stipulated in paragraph 84d. We are conscious that the focus on new housing developments 
could pose a threat to some retail provision in rural communities as shop premises may be 
more valuable as residential property. We believe that conversion of retail premises to 
residential property should only be approved following proper consideration of: the potential 
impact on the economic health of the retail centre, the need to maintain an adequate 
provision of essential local services, and the potential impact on the local character of the 
area. These three safeguards should ensure conversions support effective retail provisions 
in conjunction with an up-to-date Local Plan. 
   
CHAPTER 7: ENSURING THE VITALITY OF TOWN CENTRES 
  
ACS supports a “Town Centre First” policy as we believe it is important to drive new retail 
developments into existing town centres and high streets to complement services in 
established centres. We believe that the existing “Town Centre First” policy has not been as 
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effective as it could have been in delivering developments into town centres, ACS’ research 
from 2014 showed that in the first two years of the NPPF that 76% of retail floorspace was 
delivered in edge of town or out of town locations3.  
 
We also recognise that the number of retail developments coming forward in both in-town 
and out of town locations has also declined since the introduction of the NPPF.  This is the 
result of challenging economic circumstances, changes in consumer shopping habits and 
increased overheads for retail businesses.  Nevertheless, we believe that the “Town Centre 
First” policy is more relevant than ever for ensuring the vitality and viability of town centres. 
 
ACS and NRPF polling of local planners suggesting that opinion on the effectiveness of the 
“Town Centre First” policy is divided – 49% think it is very or fairly effective while 42% think it 
is ineffective4. It is arguably the case that the location of large retail developments is more 
likely to be determined by the application of planning case law5 than by the National 
Planning Policy Framework. We believe the changes proposed in the draft NPPF are 
positive but could go further to clarify the policy in both the draft NPPF and supporting 
guidance.  
 
Question 18: Do you have any other comments on the text of Chapter 7? 
 
We welcome the statement that planning policies should define a network and hierarchy of 
centres as per paragraph 86a. This should encourage different centres to grow, support 
“Town Centre First” policy and ensure local retail needs are met in tertiary centres. The 
hierarchy of centres supporting Town Centre First policy should not prevent local shop 
developments in neighbourhood areas by enforcing the sequential test, instead recognising 
that these stores are serving a hyperlocal customer base and will not divert trade away from 
the primary centre.   
 
Timescales for meeting needs/allocating sites 
 
We welcome that the draft NPPF now specifies that the timescales for meeting needs and 
the allocation of sites will be 10 years instead of the whole plan period. However, we are 
concerned that it will be difficult for local planners to project across a 10-year period – longer 
term retail capacity forecasting is not very reliable.  We recommend either shortening the 
time period to five years in-line with the period that local plans are reviewed or replacing the 
text in the draft NPPF ‘looking at least 10 ten years ahead’ with ‘over the period covered by 
the relevant policy’. 
 
The Sequential Test 
 
We welcome the inclusion of the reference to site availability within a reasonable period in 
paragraph 87 but remain concerned that paragraph 88 is still unclear as to whether the 
disaggregation of a retail scheme comprising separate elements should be considered.  We 
would suggest clarifying in planning guidance or in the draft NPPF that there is potential for 
need to be accommodated across several sites where there is no demonstrable need for the 
scheme to be accommodated on a single site.  
 
CHAPTER 8: PROMOTING HEALTHY AND SAFE COMMUNITIES 
  
We welcome the acknowledgement of the role of local shops in providing healthy and safe 
communities in paragraph 92c and paragraph 93a. Local shops support the health of 
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communities through the range of products and services offered.  The catchment for a 
convenience store is hyperlocal, over half (53%) of customers come from within a quarter of 
a mile of the store and 56% of customers travel to stores on foot6  
  
We welcome the recognition of the need for businesses to adapt in paragraph 93d.  There 
are many examples where retail and food service operations are merging, and it is important 
that the planning system does not hamper this natural development. Equally local shops are 
expanding into other service provision that is impacted by the planning system, for example 
click and collect lockers which require planning permission. 
 
There are numerous mentions of “community facilities” and “local services” in the draft NPPF 
and we welcome the direct reference to local shops in these sections.  There are a range of 
other services that are important to communities that should be considered as part of the 
draft NPPF. ACS’ Community Barometer7 report (see infographic at Annex C) explores 
consumer’s views of the services that have the most positive impact on their communities 
and service that are most desired.  Post Office and convenience stores are perceived to 
have the most positive impact on communities and bank branches are the second most 
wanted service. 
 
The value placed on Post Offices and the desire for more banks could be in part a response 
to extensive bank branch closures8. These bank closures have left many small businesses, 
home workers and residents to depend on Post Offices, ATMs and other mail and bill 
payment services.  We would welcome an explicit recognition of the importance of banking 
services to the sustainability of local centres, communities and the economy included in the 
draft NPPF under Chapter 8 or included where “community facilities” or “local services” are 
defined.  
   
CHAPTER 11: MAKING EFFECTIVE USE OF LAND 
  
There is a specific reference in paragraph 118 d about the conversion of space above retail 
premises. Retailers have not raised concerns about planning policy being a barrier to the 
conversion of space above retail premises. Retailers have raised concerns about the 
investments required in residential units and space above shops to comply with the Energy 
Efficiency (Private Rented Property) (England and Wales) Regulations 2015, which require 
all existing tenancies to have a minimum energy performance rating of E on an Energy 
Performance Certificate (EPC) from April 2020. Typical investments include installing fire-
resistant firewalls in the flooring and improving insultation, with all new tenancies needing to 
meet the E rating from April 2018.  
 
Retailers are sensitive to the compatibility of retail premises with residential uses above and 
planners must ensure that encouraging residential uses above shops does not place new 
restrictions on the trading business underneath, which are open long hours and have 
frequent deliveries.  On average convenience stores are open 14.4 hours a day Monday to 
Saturday and 12.7 hours on Sunday9 this brings implications for local parking facilities and 
noise pollution around stores. The MHCLG may wish would consider making some 
reference in the draft NPPF or supporting guidance to the principle of “agent of change” 
where new housing is developed above or near to shops.  This would give businesses 
certainty that any introduction of residential property above or near their business will not 
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impact on their ability to trade. The principle is being considered as part of the Draft London 
Plan10. 
 
Paragraph 121 states that local planning authorities should support housing developments in 
areas of high demand, where the application does not undermine the town centre. This 
should be amended to ensure that housing developments do not undermine the retail 
provision required to meet local needs in secondary areas, especially considering the 
potential higher value of local shops as a residential property as mentioned in response to 
Q15.  
 

                                                           
10 https://www.london.gov.uk/what-we-do/planning/london-plan/new-london-plan/draft-new-london-
plan/chapter-3-design/policy-d12-agent-change  
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https://www.london.gov.uk/what-we-do/planning/london-plan/new-london-plan/draft-new-london-plan/chapter-3-design/policy-d12-agent-change
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Almost half think that the Government’s 
commitment to securing sustainable 
economic growth makes it more likely for an 
out-of-centre retail scheme to be approved 
National planning policy emphasises the Government’s commitment to securing sustainable economic 
growth. Do you think this makes it more or less likely that an out-of-centre retail scheme will be 
approved or refused? 
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Sample of 69 Local Authority Planning Officers 
Online survey, via SurveyMonkey 
Data collected between the 19th October and 3rd November 2017 
Where percentages do not add up to 100%, this is due to 
rounding 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Much more likely to be approved  16%  

   

Somewhat more likely to be approved   32%  

     

Does not change the likelihood of approval   32%  

     

Somewhat more likely to be refused  18%  
 

 
 

Much more likely to be refused 

 
 

1% 
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Very ineffective 

 

Fairly effective 
 
 
Neither effective nor 

ineffective 
 
 

Fairly ineffective 32% 

 

Very effective 

Opinion is divided on the effectiveness 
of the NPPF on delivering the ‘Town 
Centre First policy’ 
“How effective/ineffective do you think the National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) has been in 
delivering the Government’s ‘Town Centre First’ policy, which seeks to promote new retail and leisure 
development and investments in town centres ahead of edge and out of centre locations.” 
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Very ineffective 

Neither effective nor ineffective 

 
55% 

Very effective 
 
 

 

Over three fifths think that the NPPF 
guidance is effective at enabling LPAs to 
develop retail and town centre policy 
appropriate for local circumstances 
How effective is the guidance in the NPPF in enabling LPAs to develop retail and town centre policies 
that are appropriate for the local circumstances? 

13% 

22% 
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29% Sometimes Don’t Know 

28% Sometimes 

No 15% 

No 14% 

55% Yes Yes 

Excluding Don’t Know Total Sample 

 

Does the current approach to quantitative needs (capacity) assessment as part of the evidence base, 
provide your LPA with sufficient understanding of the current and future needs of your area to be able 
to formulate effective local planning policy for retail, leisure and other town centre uses? 

6% 

52% 
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25.4% No 

No – not required 9.0% 

 28.4% Yes – set out in emerging policy 

37.3% Yes – set out in adopted policy 

66% have a locally set threshold for 
retail impact assessments below the 
2,500 sq. m set out in the NPPF 
 
Does your LPA have a locally set threshold for retail impact assessments below that of the 2,500 sq. m 
set out in the NPPF (paragraph 26)? 

Base = 66 Base = 69 

62% Sometimes 
4% Don’t Know 

59% Sometimes 

No 15% 

No 14% 

23% Yes 22% Yes 

Excluding Don’t Know Total Sample 

Only one fifth think that allocating sites in 
centre locations encourages developers 
to bring forward schemes on those sites 

59% think it only encourages developers ‘sometimes’ 
 
Does allocating sites in centre locations for retail and other town centre uses encourage developers to 
bring forward schemes on those sites? 

Base = 46 Base = 68 

50% Sometimes 
32% Don’t Know 

34% Sometimes 

37% No 

25% No 

Yes 13% Yes 9% 

Excluding Don’t Know Total Sample 

Only 9% think that allocating sites in 
edge of centre and out of centre 
locations reduces the pressure for other 
out-of-centre development 
Does allocating sites in edge of centre and out of centre locations for retail and other town centre uses 
reduce the pressure for other out-of-centre development? 
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37% 

No – would be more 
appropriate to allocate 

sites for a shorter 
period, as is done for 

housing Don't know 14% 

32% 

Yes – appropriate to 
allocate sites at outset 63% 
for whole plan period 

54% 
Yes – appropriate to 

allocate sites at outset for 
whole plan period 

No – would be more 
appropriate to allocate 

sites for a shorter period, 
as is done for housing 

Excluding Don’t Know Total Sample 

Over half think that it is appropriate to 
allocate sites at the outset for the whole 
plan period 

Is it appropriate to identify and allocate sites for retail and town centre uses throughout the plan period 
at the outset, or do you consider a shorter period (similar to the 5-year land supply for housing, for 
example), would be a more appropriate approach? 
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6% No, very much so Don’t know 1% 

No, somewhat so 21% 73% 

 

No, very much so 6% 

20% No, somewhat so 

49% Yes, somewhat so 
48% Yes, somewhat so 

25% Yes, very much so 25% Yes, very much so 

Excluding Don’t Know Total Sample 

Almost three quarters think it is effective 
to use primary and secondary frontages 
to set out which uses will be permitted in 
town centres and primary shopping areas 
The NPPF requires policies to clearly set out which uses will be permitted in town centres and primary 
shopping areas. Is it effective to use primary and secondary frontages in order to do this, as suggested 
by the NPPF? i.e. does it support vitality and viability in town centres? 
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39% No 

27% Yes 

Almost two fifths do not think that the 
sequential test provides sufficient support 
to encourage town centre development 
Does the sequential test, as set out in the NPPF paragraph 24, provide sufficient support to encourage 
town centre development? 
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 31% Very ineffective 

44% 

Fairly effective 8% 

Neither effective nor ineffective 16% 

Fairly ineffective 

 
Very effective 2% 

Three quarters think that calling for 
‘flexibility on issues’ is ineffective at 
encouraging developers to change the 
scale and format of their proposals 
The NPPF calls for “flexibility on issues such as format and scale” as part of the sequential approach. 
How effective do you think this is at encouraging developers to change the scale and format of their 
proposal to accommodate it in town centre locations or at the edge of centres? 

“It is always trumped by the economic 
viability 'get out of jail free' card where the 
operator effectively says it's this format or 

nothing. They often argue that it is not 
viable to have a different scale or format 
and the technical level of retail planning 
makes this claim difficult to challenge 

robustly.” 

“In 14 years I never known a 
developer or their agent show any 
flexibility in any proposal for retail 

development.” 
 
“Local authorities are reluctant to run 
the risk of losing investment (even if 
not in the optimal location) when the 

alternative is that that investment 
simply moves a few miles down the 

road to the next town.” 

“The sequential test wording is sufficient. 
However, the recent Dundee vs Tesco ruling 
has made it virtually impossible (in my view) 
to direct development that is proposed in an 

out-of-centre location to a more central 
location.” 

“I think that there is limited  
flexibility- location, scale and format 

are commercial 
consideration/factors which are 

likely to be set before pursuing a 
site for development.” 
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Don’t know 9% 

No, the NPPF requirements are never sufficient 8% 

45% No, the NPPF requirements are rarely sufficient 

36% Yes, the NPPF requirements are normally sufficient 

Over half think that the NPPF 
requirements are insufficient for allowing 
sequentially preferable sites to be fully and 
appropriately considered 
 
In your experience does the wording in the NPPF allow sequentially preferable sites to be fully and 
appropriately considered as part of the sequential test? 

 
Yes, the NPPF requirements are always sufficient        2% insufficient 
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 39% Very difficult 

48% 

Neither difficult nor Easy 9% 
 
 

Somewhat difficult 

3% Somewhat easy 

87% think that demonstrating new 
retail developments will have a 
‘significant adverse impact’ on town 
centre vitality and viability is difficult 
 
How challenging is it to demonstrate that new retail/leisure developments will have a ‘significant 
adverse impact’ on town centre vitality and viability? 
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20% Very difficult 

59% Somewhat difficult 

Almost four fifths think that assessing the 
economic, social and environmental 
impacts of a potential retail/town centre 
scheme is difficult 
How easy is it to effectively assess the positive and negative economic, social and environmental 
impacts of a retail/town centre scheme to determine whether a development should be allowed to 
proceed? 
 

Very easy 0% 

Somewhat easy 6% 

Neither difficult nor Easy 14% 

Base = 65 

20% Don't know 

 
18% A shorter, 5 year period is more appropriate 

for all proposals 

 

appropriate 32% 10 years is appropriate for some major 
schemes 

29% 10 years is appropriate for all major schemes 

Over three fifths think that 10 years is 
appropriate for ‘some’ or ‘all’ major 
schemes to be assessed 
The NPPF indicates that the impact of major schemes may be assessed up to 10 years from the time 
the application is made. Is this appropriate or is the standard 5 years from time of the application more 
appropriate? 
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