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Introduction 

 

1. The purpose of this Topic Paper is to summarise the evidence of the need for retail 

and other town centre floorspace over the Local Plan period to 2036 and to describe 

how it is proposed that this need will be met. Need has been identified in the Town 

Centre Retail and Leisure Study (July 2017) undertaken by Nexus Planning, and a 

Peer Review and Update (April 2019) of that document, undertaken by Lichfields. 

 

2. The Topic Paper outlines the national, county and local level policy context for the 

Plan area’s town centres and external factors affecting them. It sets out conclusions 

from the evidence base studies concerning the need for new floorspace and other 

development. It then explains how the Local Plan policies have been developed to 

reflect the evidence base. 

 

3. All floorspace figures quoted in this paper are in gross square metres. 

 

 

National Policy Context 

 

4. This topic paper is guided by two national-level planning documents. These are the 

2019 National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) and the Planning Policy Guidance 

(NPPG). 

 

5. National policy in the NPPF follows a “town centres first” principle and sets out that 

planning policies and decisions should support the role that town centres play at the 

heart of local communities, by taking a positive approach to their growth, 

management and adaptation. Key issues to be addressed in planning policies include 

defining a hierarchy of town centres and their boundaries, promoting the vitality and 

viability of centres, setting policies for acceptable uses, allocating sites to meet 

identified demand (looking ten years ahead), applying a sequential approach and 

encouraging residential development within centres. Applicants and local planning 

authorities are required to demonstrate flexibility on issues such as format and scale 

of development. 

 

6. The PPG contains guidance about the interpretation and implementation of these 

principles. It also sets out a threshold of 2,500 square metres above which 

developments should be subject to an impact test. This figure can be varied to 

reflect local circumstances. 

 

7. National government policy also encompasses permitted development rights, 

whereby certain uses that would otherwise require planning permission are 

permitted in principle under national legislation. This allows various changes of use 

within town centres, for instance changes from retail activities to housing. 
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Buckinghamshire Policy Context  

 

8. The District Councils in Buckinghamshire have worked closely together when 

preparing their Local Plans. A Memorandum of Understanding between the Councils 

secures that a portion (5,750 dwellings) of the unmet housing needs of Chiltern and 

South Bucks will be met within Aylesbury Vale District. As part of this, and to secure 

balanced communities, it is intended that an appropriate level of employment and 

retail floorspace will also be provided within the areas of new development. 

 

9. Employment floorspace is provided to meet needs arising in the Functional 

Economic Market Area (FEMA) as a whole and thus can be located anywhere within 

the FEMA and still count towards meeting those needs. In contrast, retail floorspace 

is designed to serve the more immediate needs of residents of the settlement within 

which it is located – i.e. the need arises from the location of the development itself. 

As a result, any retail development within the areas of new development in Aylesbury 

Vale will not count against the retail floorspace needs of Chiltern and South Bucks. 

 

10. The Buckinghamshire Local Enterprise Partnership provides support for future town 

centre investment programmes stimulating the innovation and advanced use of 

digital services and retail investment. It is intended that this will be achieved through 

a proposed Buckinghamshire Productive Healthy Places Programme, which will bring 

together local partners to deliver improvements. 

 

 

Local Policy Context 

 

11. The Chalfont St Peter Neighbourhood Plan forms part of the development plan for 

the area. It is the only made neighbourhood plan in the Districts. Its vision includes a 

thriving village centre, being a successful retail environment and a good place to 

socialise. 

 

12. The plan sets out an extension to the District Shopping Centre (a Chiltern District 

Local Plan designation) to encompass the library, ambulance station and some 

offices. It also allocates primary shopping frontages and imposes controls over the 

loss of A1 retail units within those frontages. 

 

13. The neighbourhood plan was produced to be in conformity with the development 

plan at the time i.e. the Chiltern District Local Plan (adopted in 1997 and 

consolidated in 2011). As a result the neighbourhood plan exhibits certain conflicts 

with national policy, for instance the primary shopping frontage designation is no 

longer in use. The Chiltern and South Bucks Local Plan has been prepared in light of 

up to date national policy.  

 

14. The new Local Plan shares the neighbourhood plan’s vision for a successful centre. It 

draws on the neighbourhood plan’s extension to the town centre boundary by 

proposing some of the newly-included land for development to provide new retail 

floorspace for Chalfont St Peter. 
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External Factors Affecting Town Centres 

 

15. Town centres are in a period of change and readjustment. No longer solely a place 

for shopping, their role has been redefined. Changing retail habits (the rise of e-

commerce and m-commerce) plus greater flexibility in work patterns and lifestyles 

means that many people no longer need to visit a town centre on a regular basis. 

Town centres must therefore adapt to give people a reason to choose to visit. 

 

16. These forces for change have seen a polarisation of retail trade. At one end, larger 

centres retain a critical mass of shops and shoppers, and are still seen as attractive 

places for both businesses and their customers. At the other end, smaller centres 

serving local needs have been given a boost by a greater focus on convenience and, 

in many cases, the desire to “shop local” and support local businesses. Medium-sized 

centres often find themselves in the middle, able to benefit from neither trend. 

 

17. Many centres within the Local Plan area fall into this middle category and it is 

therefore important that planning policy enables them to diversify and bring in new 

uses to ensure their survival. The implications of this are examined later in this 

report. 

 

 

Retail Capacity and Town Centre Evidence 

 

18. The evidence base for the Local Plan’s town centre policies is contained within the 

Town Centre Retail and Leisure Study (July 2017) undertaken by Nexus Planning, and 

a Peer Review and Update (April 2019) of that document, undertaken by Lichfields. 

These documents in turn build on earlier research undertaken for the Councils. 

 

19. The Nexus study, as updated by Lichfields, provides the retail and leisure trends, a 

health-check assessment of the main town centres and estimates of future changes 

in floorspace requirements for convenience, comparison, food and beverage and 

other main town centre uses. The 2019 study also assessed how much retail growth 

might reasonably be accommodated within vacant floorspace within the town 

centres and assessed potential development opportunities. 

 

20. The Nexus study undertook healthchecks of the area’s town centres and analysed 

national and local factors affecting them. It looked at future levels of population 

growth and its likely distribution, and compared this with the current patterns of 

retail provision and floorspace. Based on this, it calculated future needs for new retail 

floorspace for both convenience and comparison goods. It also looked at future 

needs for leisure development, doing so in largely a qualitative manner. 

 

21. It was recognised that the research commissioned from Nexus did not include an 

analysis of potential development sites, nor a quantitative assessment of the need 

for town centre leisure development. To fill these gaps, and to update the floorspace 

calculations to reflect the latest changes in the fast-moving world of retail, a peer 

review was commissioned from Lichfields. This produced revised and updated 
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figures for retail floorspace need, and re-examined sites from earlier work to see if 

they were still potentially suitable for development. 

 

Floorspace 

 

22. The 2017 Town Centre Retail and Leisure Study contains two growth scenarios. 

Under the “low” growth scenario it is assumed that 9,540 dwellings of the unmet 

housing needs will be met outside the districts. The “high” growth scenario assumes 

that 3,409 dwellings are to be provided outside the district. It can be seen that the 

actual provision envisaged in Aylesbury Vale falls between those two scenarios, such 

that the actual retail floorspace needs of the districts will similarly fall between the 

two identified figures in the study. Given this factor, and the fact that floorspace 

figures were updated in the 2019 study, the 2017 figures are not further considered 

in this paper. 

 

23. The 2019 Lichfield update concludes that there is retail capacity for both new 

convenience and, to a much lesser extent, comparison goods floorspace. Up to the 

year 2026 there is capacity for 6,517 square metres for convenience goods and 1,793 

square metres for comparison goods across the plan area as a whole. For food and 

beverage, a capacity is identified for 2,551 square metres by 2026. Lichfields 

conclude that “There is limited need to allocate sites in the short to medium term” 

for comparison goods, but that sites for convenience goods (foodstores) should be 

identified in appropriate locations. 

 

24. Regarding commercial leisure uses, Lichfields similarly identify restricted demand for 

new facilities. They recommend that the development strategy should be flexible to 

respond to emerging opportunities. 

 

25. The overall identified retail capacity for A1 retail and food & beverage is 10,861 

square metres. In terms of accommodating retail capacity, the 2019 study identifies a 

number of influencing factors. These include new retail developments in town 

centres, the re-occupation of vacant floorspace, the effect of online shopping on the 

demand for retail property and the level of operator demand for floorspace in town 

centres. All these factors influence whether centres within the Plan area can or 

should maintain their current market share of expenditure. 

 

26. One key conclusion from the studies is that the Plan area has a lack of large sites 

that would be available and suitable for the development of any sizeable retail 

provision. Heritage and conservation aspects are both important constraints in 

almost all of the key settlements and their surrounding countryside. The studies note 

that the town centres are characterised by a high proportion of in-town centre trade, 

relative to out-of-centre trade. It is relevant to consider the desirability of the 

potential impact on such in-town centre trade if there is more competition from 

outside the town centres. As a result, bringing forward any sizeable retail floorspace 

that is not in-centre would have potentially significant adverse impacts on any or all 

of the existing centres which are, in the main, characterised by high footfall and low 

vacancy rates. 
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27. New local centres planned within site allocations have the scope to provide 

approximately 2,400 square metres of new floorspace. The re-use of vacant 

floorspace has the potential to provide for a further 1,600 square metres of 

identified needs. Together these reduce the required level of provision to 

approximately 6,500 square metres. 

 

28. Organic change within existing centres is likely to make up a proportion of the 

remaining provision. In addition, the studies identify a number of possible locations 

for new retail-led development within town centres. More information on potential 

development sites is set out later in this report. 

 

Retail Hierarchy 

 

29. Both Chiltern and South Bucks Districts had an existing retail hierarchy but they were 

inconsistent with each other, and the categories used no longer complied with 

national policy. As a result they were unsuitable to be combined into one hierarchy 

in the new Local Plan. Nexus were asked to recommend a combined retail hierarchy 

for the plan area, based on the characteristics of the town centres therein. The 

recommended hierarchy was accepted by the Councils and incorporated into the 

new Local Plan, thus it was not considered necessary to further review it through the 

Lichfields work. 

 

Town Centre Healthchecks 

 

30. Nexus undertook an analysis of the vitality and viability of centres within the Plan 

area. This focused on the six towns of Chesham, Beaconsfield (Old Town and New 

Town), Amersham, Gerrards Cross, Chalfont St Peter, and Little Chalfont. These are 

the six centres that perform the most important role in the Districts, serving the 

needs of their local community and the wider area. 

 

31. Indicators examined included diversity of uses, proportion of vacant property, 

customer views, retailer representation, pedestrian flows, accessibility, crime and 

environmental quality. A SWOT analysis was also carried out for each centre, to draw 

conclusions as to their general health. While conclusions naturally reflected the 

differing characteristics of each centre, overall the conclusions were largely positive 

but with some threats to future vitality and viability identified. 

 

 

Implications for Local Plan 

 

32. Many town centres within the Plan area are medium-sized and do not benefit from 

the scale of larger centres such as High Wycombe or Slough, or the local focus of 

smaller centres. It is therefore important that planning policy enables them to 

diversify and bring in new uses to ensure their survival. They retain an important 

retail role but this is not enough to sustain the centres in the longer term. Permitted 
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development rights pose a further challenge to the long term health of centres by 

removing much change from the scope of planning scrutiny. 

 

33. As a result of these factors, planning policy needs to protect what it can of the 

existing shopping provision and also put in place a positive policy environment that 

encourages new and diverse uses into town centres. Such flexibility in policy will 

allow centres to improve their attractiveness, offer people a reason to visit and, once 

there, offer them a reason to stay. 

 

34. The NPPF minimum threshold whereby developments of over 2,500 square metres 

are subject to an impact test is considered by Lichfields and the Councils to be an 

inappropriate threshold across the Plan area. This is because this scale of 

development would represent a significant proportion of the overall retail 

projections for parts of the Districts. It is also significant in terms of the scale of town 

centres within the Plan area. As a result, retail development smaller than 2,500 

square metres could have a significant adverse impact, particularly on smaller 

centres. Based on the retail floorspace capacity projections and the existing size of 

town centres, a reduced threshold of not less than 1,000 square metres is 

recommended by Lichfields. 

 

35. It is considered proportionate to provide for retail needs arising only in the first ten 

years of the plan period. This is compliant with advice in the NPPF, and reflects the 

fact that retail floorspace projections become increasingly unreliable the further one 

looks into the future. This is acknowledged by Lichfields who say that the longer-

term floorspace projections (up to 2036) should be treated with caution and should 

only be used as a broad guide, particularly when translated into development plan 

allocations. It is considered unreasonable to attempt to find sites to meet needs 

identified across the whole of the plan period as it is impossible to obtain firm 

evidence of the level of need over that long a period. 

 

36. The Local Plan is required to be reviewed within five years of adoption. Good 

practice suggests that retail evidence should be updated on a similar timescale, and 

Lichfields acknowledge that long-term projections should be monitored and kept 

under review. It will therefore be possible for any changes in retail demand to be 

captured through a Local Plan review, and any increase or decrease in the demand 

for new floorspace will be addressed at that point in time. 

 

 

Potential Development Sites 

 

37. An analysis of potential town centre development sites was undertaken as part of 

the Lichfields study in 2019. Lichfields assessed 16 sites across a number of town 

centres in the Districts. The characteristics of each site were examined and 

suggestions made as to the development potential of each. This included the likely 

gain in floorspace that could be achieved and the form that it could take, together 

with any apparent constraints such as multiple ownerships or the need to reprovide 

lost car parking spaces. 
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38. Not all identified sites are likely to be delivered within the first ten years of the plan 

period. Not all sites are immediately available and some would require land 

assembly or other preparatory work before they could come forward. In total, the 16 

identified sites have a theoretical capacity of some 25,200 square metres. This is 

significantly in excess of the identified floorspace need and so, even if only one in 

four of the sites was to come forward, there is scope to meet the floorspace needs 

identified in the study. 

 

39. Those sites considered most likely to be developable are allocated in Local Plan 

Policy SP EP3. They are listed in Appendix A, along with an indication of the level of 

retail (use class A1 – A5) floorspace envisaged.  

 

40. As part of the consultation on the Chiltern and South Bucks Local Plan, the Councils 

contacted the freehold owners of each of the allocated sites. Owners were identified 

through the Land Registry or, where there had been recent discussions about the 

sites, through the Council’s Housing and Economic Land Availability Assessment 

database. 

 

41. Owners were asked to confirm their continued interest in the site and their 

acceptance of its inclusion in the Local Plan, and were given the opportunity to 

comment on the likely level or timing of development. 

 

42. The six sites allocated for retail development in Local Plan Policy SP EP3 are made up 

of 12 Land Registry titles, some of which have more than one registered owner. The 

owners of these sites were contacted early in the Local Plan consultation period, and 

again when the consultation deadline was extended. Of the landowners contacted 

through this exercise, three responses were received. These indicated broad 

acceptance of the principle of development, although in some cases this would not 

take place until later in the Plan period. There was no indication of any site not being 

available for development in principle. 

 

 

Summary and Conclusions 

 

43. Town centres are in a period of change and readjustment. No longer solely a place 

for shopping, their role has been redefined. Changing retail habits (the rise of e-

commerce and m-commerce) plus greater flexibility in work patterns and lifestyles 

means that many people no longer need to visit a town centre on a regular basis. 

Town centres must therefore adapt to give people a reason to choose to visit. 

 

44. Within this context, commissioned evidence suggests that there is retail capacity for 

both new convenience and, to a much lesser extent, comparison goods floorspace. 

Up to the year 2026 there is capacity for 6,517 square metres for convenience goods 

and 1,793 square metres for comparison goods across the plan area as a whole. For 

food and beverage, a capacity is identified for 2,551 square metres by 2026. These 

figures total to 10,861 square metres. The Councils’ consultants Lichfields conclude 
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that “There is limited need to allocate sites in the short to medium term” for 

comparison goods, but that sites for convenience goods (foodstores) should be 

identified in appropriate locations. 

 

45. New local centres planned within site allocations have the scope to provide 

approximately 2,400 square metres of new floorspace. The re-use of vacant 

floorspace has the potential to provide for a further 1,600 square metres of 

identified needs. Together these reduce the required level of provision to 

approximately 6,500 square metres. Organic change within existing centres is likely 

to make up a proportion of the remaining provision. In addition, the studies identify 

a number of possible locations for new retail-led development within town centres. 

 

46. It is important that planning policy enables town centres to diversify and bring in 

new uses to ensure their survival. They retain an important retail role but this is not 

enough to sustain the centres in the longer term. As a result, planning policy needs 

to protect what it can of the existing shopping provision (recognising that permitted 

development rights remove much of that protection) and put in place a positive 

policy environment that encourages new and diverse uses into town centres. Owing 

to the relatively small size of most centres within the Plan area and the similarly 

limited retail floorspace needs identified, the Plan specifies that an impact test is 

required for developments above 1,000 square metres. 

 

47. It is considered proportionate to provide for retail needs arising only in the first ten 

years of the plan period. Advice received from consultants is that longer-term 

floorspace projections (up to 2036) should be treated with caution and should only 

be used as a broad guide. For this reason the Plan provides for development needs 

identified for the period 2016 – 2026 only, in line with NPPF advice. 

 

48. Analysis of 16 possible development sites shows a theoretical capacity of some 

25,200 square metres. This is significantly in excess of the identified retail floorspace 

need and so, even if only one in four of the sites was to come forward, there is scope 

to meet the floorspace needs identified in the study. The six sites considered most 

likely to deliver development during the Plan period are allocated in Local Plan 

Policy SP EP3 and together offer the potential for some 15,200 square metres of new 

floorspace. This again offers ample scope to meet identified needs even if some of 

the sites were not to come forward. 

 

49. Changes to shopping and leisure patterns and the way that town centres operate will 

be kept under review and will influence future floorspace demands during the Plan 

period. The Plan provides an enabling and supportive policy environment that allows 

for emerging needs and trends to be met in appropriate locations, and there are 

development opportunities identified within town centres and new local centres that 

could help to contribute towards improving the retail offer of Chiltern and South 

Bucks. 
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50. The Councils will monitor the delivery of floorspace for retail and other town centre 

uses through the planning application process. Progress will be reported in future 

Authorities’ Monitoring Reports or any successor documents.  
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Appendix 1 – Proposed development sites within town centres as listed in 

Policy SP EP3 

 

1 East Building Supplies, Amersham 

Approximately 3,000 square metres (gross) 

 

2 Postal Sorting Office, Amersham. 

Approximately 700 square metres (gross) 

 

3 Star Yard Car Park / Darvell’s Bakery, Chesham 

Approximately 5,500 square metres (gross) to include the reprovision of the existing car park 

 

4 Coal Yard and Station Car Park, Station Approach, Chesham 

Approximately 2,500 square metres (gross) to include the reprovision of the existing car park 

 

5 Library / Ambulance Station, Chalfont St. Peter 

Approximately 500 square metres (gross), subject to the reprovision of the library 

 

6 Burkes Road / Gregories Road, Beaconsfield 

Approximately 3,000 square metres (gross) to include the reprovision of the existing car park. 

 


