
 

ACS Submission: Department for Communities and Local Government: Rural 

Planning Review 

ACS (the Association of Convenience Stores) welcomes the opportunity to provide evidence 

to the Department for Communities and Local Government (DCLG) Rural Planning Review 

Consultation. ACS represents 33,500 local shops across the country including the Co-

operative Group, SPAR, Costcutter, Budgens and thousands of independent retailers.  

Village convenience stores are at the centre of rural communities. 39%1 of convenience 

stores are set in rural locations, which is equivalent to around 20,000 shops. These shops 

provide customers with access to a range of grocery products as well as essential services 

such as Post Offices (20%), free-to-use cash machines (38%) and click and collect services 

(13%). 

 

Rural shops come in numerous sizes, ranging from small converted houses to shops close 

to the 3,000 sq feet convenience store threshold, which are often the only grocery stores 

within their community and tend to stock a full product range. As a result, village stores do 

not generally achieve high gross margins because they sell a wide range of products which 

includes a large proportion of low margin daily items. However, they can deliver a large 

turnover due to their heightened convenience and location at the centre of a village 

community2.  ACS has set out its views in relation to the rural planning system below.  

 

Local Plan Making and the National Planning Policy Framework 

 

- More up-to-date Local Plans must be adopted by local authorities in order to deliver a 

thorough and effective plan-led planning system; 

- Rural planning must focus on upholding the principles of the National Planning Policy 

Framework and enhancing existing local services. 

 

Retail to Residential  

 

- Changes of property use from retail to residential should be subject to considerations 

of economic health, service provision, and impact on the character of the community. 

 

Assets of Community Value 

 

- The Asset of Community Value (ACV) system provides a valuable mechanism to give 

communities time raise funds to retain valued services in their community, but the 

ACV system requires alteration to not obstruct new entrants to local markets.  

 

                                                           
1 ACS Local Shop Report 2015 
2 ACS Costs Barometer 2015 



 

Local Plan Making and the National Planning Policy Framework 

 

A plan-led planning system is essential to optimise the future prosperity of rural economies. 

However, only 31% of local planning authorities have an up-to-date Local Plans and 25 

Local Plans have been withdrawn on the basis of soundness concerns3. These statistics 

show that the plan led system is failing to deliver certainty for local communities and 

developers about the future of their communities. We would like to see a significant increase 

in the number of local and neighbourhood plans being delivered.  It is often the case that 

local and neighbourhood plans are delayed by housing proposals and it would be beneficial 

if housing proposals could be isolated from the sign off requirements for the other sections of 

local and neighbourhood plans. 

 

It is unfortunate that there has not been greater uptake of neighbourhood plans because 

they play a vital role in signalling new developments to the most appropriate places and 

outlining the future of housing, retail, public services and other provisions in village life. This 

has led to the emergence of a patchwork4 of neighbourhood areas lacking spatial cohesion 

in their planning policy. This incomplete coverage, the huge variations in existing 

Neighbourhood Plans and absence of any guidance relating to the requirement to 

accommodate development, are major challenges for cultivating an effective plan-led 

planning system.   

 

We support the recent recommendations of the Local Plans Expert Group5 to increase the 

speed with which local plans are made, introduce special measures for local authorities that 

do not have plans in place by March 2017 and more tightly define evidence thresholds for 

housing provision given the delays they cause to existing local plan development.  

 

Principles for Rural Planning and the National Planning Policy Framework  

We support the existing references in the National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) to 

support essential services in rural communities. The NPPF specifically states that the 

planning system should; ‘promote the retention and development of local services and 

community facilities in villages, such as local shops, meeting places, sports venues, cultural 

buildings, public houses and places of worship6.’  We urge the Department for Communities 

and Local Government to continue to highlight this to local authority planning officers. For 

example in February 20157 the Chief Planning Officer wrote to all planning officers reminding 

them of the importance of applying the ‘Town Centre First’ policy –a similar approach could 

be taken on rural services developments. 

ACS has been a long standing advocate of ‘town centre first’ planning policy and the 

importance of the ‘sequential test’ to drive investment into existing retail centres. We support 

                                                           
3 Nathanial Lichfield. ‘Early Adopters and the Late Majority: A Review of Local Plan Progress and Housing 
Requirements’. April 2016.  
4 Department for Communities and Local Government. Community Rights: Interactive Map [shows locations of 
existing Neighbourhood Plans]  
5 Report to the communities secretary and to the minister of housing and planning, March 2016 
6 Department for Communities and Local Government. National Planning Policy Framework. March 2012.  
7 Planning Update letter 2015 – Town Centre First Policy  

http://nlpplanning.com/uploads/ffiles/2016/04/834822.pdf
http://nlpplanning.com/uploads/ffiles/2016/04/834822.pdf
http://communities.maps.arcgis.com/apps/webappviewer/index.html?id=d195c3134caa46b5a638ad0c4f0cce77
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/508345/Local-plans-report-to-governement.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/6077/2116950.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/400369/Chief_Planners_Newsletter_-_January_2015.pdf


that the NPPF is clear that the sequential test is not applicable to rural locations: “This 

sequential approach should not be applied to applications for small scale rural offices or 

other small scale rural development.” However, this reinforces the need for local plans to 

have a hierarchy of local centres and square foot thresholds for new developments in order 

to not undermine existing service providers. The importance of the provision of these 

services is supported by ACS’ Community Barometer8, which shows that post offices, 

convenience stores and pharmacies are the services seen by consumers as having the most 

positive impact on their local area.  

We support the existing provision in the NPPF about rural communities but urge the 

government to reflect on how other devolved assemblies that support more rural 

communities have managed rural economies in their planning frameworks.  For example the 

Welsh Planning Policy is far more explicit  about retail provision in rural communities: ‘local 

planning authorities should seek to retain an adequate level of provision for food shopping, 

together with post offices and pharmacies, in existing town, district and local centres and in 

villages… Local planning authorities should adopt a positive approach to applications for 

conversion of suitable village properties to shops and for extensions to village shops 

designed to improve their viability’9. 

It is important that the NPPF, Local and Neighbourhood Plans recognise the role of local 

shops and other local services, and use this to focus new developments around existing 

settlements. This will help to ensure sufficient services are available to support new housing 

developments, and improve the business viability of existing rural services.  

Permitted Development Rights – Retail to Residential  

Permitted development rights exist for converting retail premises to residential premises.  

The objective of this policy, as we understand it, is to support housing developments in town 

centres where there is an overprovision of retail space. We are concerned that there is a risk 

that retail to residential permitted development rights will put at risk rural shops. Some shops 

premises in rural locations may be worth more as a residential premises than as a retail 

premises. 

ACS’ submission in 2013 to the Department for Communities and Local Government 

consultation entitled ‘greater flexibilities for change of use’ highlighted three important 

protections that should be considered before any change of use decisions from retail to 

residential.  

Considerations for such a change of use should include; 

- Potential impact of its loss on the economic health of the town centre; 

- The need to maintain an adequate provision of essential local services such as Post 

Offices; 

- The potential impact of the change of use on the local character of the area. 

These measures will ensure that in rural locations, where a shop may be more valuable as a 

residential property, properties are not converted in recognition of the essential services that 

                                                           
8 ACS Community Barometer 2015.  
9 Welsh Government. Planning Policy Wales: Chapter 10 Planning for Retail and Town Centres. January 2016 

http://www.acs.org.uk/research/community-barometer/
http://gov.wales/docs/desh/publications/160104ppw-chapter-10-en.pdf


they provide that community. DCLG’s response to the consultation recognised ‘the 

importance of ensuring a vibrant and varied high street, and retaining an adequate provision 

of services in other areas’10. The Rural Planning Review should ensure that planning 

authorities assess the impact of a change of use from retail to residential against these three 

measures and consider including these factors in the planning policy guidance supporting 

the NPPF. 

Assets of Community Value 

The Assets of Community Value (ACV) mechanism has merit in allowing communities to 

allocate essential services as ACV and thereby allowing the community time to raise funds 

to run the services themselves or find another operator. Many convenience stores could 

benefit from being listed as an ACV. Nevertheless, ACV has not led to anything more than a 

marginal increase in the number of community-owned shops.  

However, the removal of permitted development rights from pubs listed as ACV delays the 

conversion of derelict pubs into convenience stores. The removal of permitted development 

rights around public houses listed as ACV means retailers and developers are faced with the 

costs of a full planning process in order to convert the premises. The ACV system provides 

extensive timeframes for communities to retain the pub if commercially viable. Adding further 

planning burdens on the next developer is unnecessary and will not support the community 

to in having a new viable business in place.  

This means that current planning regulations are preventing the conversion of non-domestic 

properties to other business uses, thereby restricting the capability of rural communities to 

be served by the retail provisions they demand. Stalling the conversion of a derelict pub into 

a trading business only damages investment, growth, job creation and rural centres. 

Permitted development rights and the conversion of former public houses can drive footfall in 

shopping areas that would otherwise be negatively impacted by empty premises. The review 

must consider the appropriateness of this barrier to rural growth. 

For more information on this submission, please contact Steve Dowling, ACS Public 

Affairs Assistant, via steve.dowling@acs.org.uk / 01252 515001. 
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responses to the consultation’. March 2014.  
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