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Horsham District Council Retail Health Check Update 2005 
 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY AND IMPLICATIONS OF STUDY 

 
1. Introduction 

 
1.1 Throughout the Local Development Framework process, retail policy for the District 

has emphasised the need to protect and enhance the vitality and viability of existing 
centres. This has indeed long been recognised by the Council and has also been 
reflected by policies in the adopted 1997 Local Plan.  

 
1.2 Although the existing policies of the Local Plan have operated reasonably efficiently 

and effectively as planning tools, it was considered necessary to undertake further 
work to help understand the dynamics of the retail and leisure sector. This further 
work is anticipated to provide a robust evidence base for the Local Development 
Framework (LDF) and also to provide additional background information when 
making decisions on individual planning applications for development affecting town 
and village centres.  

 
1.3 In September 2002 the Council commissioned CB Hillier Parker to undertake a Retail 

Health Check for the District.  The Retail Health Check assessed seven of the 
District’s settlements including Horsham (and Broadbridge Heath), Billingshurst, 
Storrington, Steyning, Pulborough, Southwater and Henfield.  For each centre, the 
Retail Health Check; assessed vitality and viability, identified current and potential 
retail need, identified future retail demand and market pressures, indicated the 
District’s potential to accommodate retail need up to 2016, and assessed the strength 
of Horsham’s competitors. The study was completed and released in February 2003.  

 
1.4 The 2003 study concluded that Horsham is a healthy town centre in terms of retail 

vitality and viability and that the smaller centres also performed reasonably well. 
   
1.5 Released prior to the completion of the Blackhorse Way development (and the 

subsequent closure of the anchor store), it anticipated that the Blackhorse Way 
development scheme would enhance retailer representation by providing a 
department store and space for other operators. Comprehensive retail analysis 
indicated that the Blackhorse Way scheme and its retail provision and public space 
would help to maintain the town centre’s retail hierarchy market position in the short 
and medium term and meet emerging retail need for this period.   

 
1.6 Earlier this year the Government released a new Planning Policy Statement on 

Planning for Town Centres (PPS6). This statement replaces the old planning policy 
guidance note on town centres and retail development, PPG6. The fundamental 
objective of PPS6 is to promote the vitality and viability of town centres by ‘planning 
for the growth and development of existing centres and promoting and enhancing 
existing centres, by focusing development in such centres and encouraging a wide 
range of services in a good environment, accessible for all’. Furthermore, PPS6 
indicates that Local Planning Authorities should assess and consider the need for 
new development as part of the development plan process, and identify sites for 
development where need exists in accordance with the sequential approach to site 
identification. 

 
1.7 In addition to this, the West Sussex Structure Plan 2004 - 2016 has now been 

adopted and the South East of England Regional Assembly (SEERA) has submitted 
a draft South-East Plan, Core Regional Policy, to the Government.  
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1.8 The West Sussex Structure Plan identifies a retail hierarchy for the County with 

Horsham at the top end, behind the primary shopping centres of Crawley and 
Worthing but on par with Chichester.  

 
1.9 The South-East Plan identifies Horsham as a secondary regional centre whilst its 

nearby competitors Crawley, Brighton, Guildford, Redhill/Reigate and Worthing are 
all identified as primary centres.    

 
1.10 It is considered important to sustain Horsham’s appeal as a shopping destination and 

its function in the retail networks and hierarchies set out in the Structure Plan and the 
emerging South-East Plan and in light of the issues discussed in paragraphs 1.5 to 
1.9, it was considered appropriate and necessary to update the Retail Health Check 
of 2003. Consequently, in June 2005 Development Land Planning Consultants (DLP) 
were commissioned to undertake this update for Horsham town centre only.  

   
2. Aims and Methodology 
 
2.1 The fundamental objective of the recent study was to update the current information 

on the ‘health’ of Horsham town centre and to examine the current position on 
retail/leisure provision to meet future needs. This involved gaining an understanding 
of potential changes in retail structure. Key issues for the consultants to address 
were: 

 

 Review information on the vitality and viability of Horsham Town Centre 

 Consideration of whether existing sites/buildings are appropriate to meet 
current and future needs 

 How the Council work to make the town more competitive 

 How the retail sector is likely to change over the plan period and whether 
there is sufficient provision within the town centre to continue to secure the 
vitality and viability of Horsham Town Centre in the future 

 An assessment of the strengths of Horsham’s competitors 
 
2.2   The aim of the study was to support and inform work on formulating town centre 

policies in accordance with the advice given at national, regional and county level. It 
was also expected to provide an update on the vitality and viability of the town centre.  

 
2.3 The study was also expected to identify any changes to the current and future 

demand for additional retail and leisure floorspace and market pressures; provide 
detailed analysis, conclusions and recommendations on any identified changes to the 
existing retail and leisure provision and future needs in the District and give an up-to-
date assessment of the strength of Horsham’s competitors.  

 
2.5   The study included identification of Horsham’s catchment area; a householder 

interviews exercise to establish shopping patterns; an outline of national trends in 
town centres and retail development and potential implications for the town centre 
were highlighted. It also comprised a quantitative and qualitative analysis of retail and 
town centre floorspace and potential demand, capacity for growth, developer demand 
and population/household growth. It also identified potential over-trading and 
assessed recently granted planning permission for retail development. It also made 
recommendations for town centre improvement and future opportunities. This formed 
the basis of recommendations for changes to existing, and the formulation of new, 
retail policies for the LDF.       
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3. Key Findings 
 

3.1 The report summarises key national trends in the retail sector as follows: 
  

 Retailers are increasingly looking for larger, more uniform premises with units 
of around 300 sqm or more particularly sought after 

 The leading grocery retailers are now focussing on their non-food ranges to 
secure sales growth. Some are beginning to open their own standalone non-
food stores, e.g. Asda’s ‘George high street stores’ 

 There will be more discount retailers than ever before looking to secure a 
place in the local retail market 

 Overall, retail sales completed over the internet was only 2 per cent. 
However, this is likely to increase in the future and has already affected high 
street sales, most notably through CD and book sales 

 Shoppers have become more discerning and have come to expect more from 
retailers 

 Recent research shows that internet sales and expansion of supermarkets 
selling non-food goods will increase in the future. This could have implications 
on the high street 

 

3.2 The Health Check Update study concluded that Horsham is a vital and viable town 
centre which offers a range of facilities and services to a wide range of visitors. The 
Householder and Visitor surveys undertaken indicated that a considerable level of 
expenditure is retained within the immediate Horsham area. People’s perception of 
Horsham is generally positive.  The study concludes that there are opportunities to 
further enhance the town’s health.  Below is a summary of the future requirements 
and recommendations as outlined in the report: 

  

 There is minimal demand for additional convenience (food) floor space in the 
town centre over the plan period 

 With quick uptake of vacant units, there is a potential demand for further 
comparison (non-food) floorspace 

 Horsham Town Centre should not try to compete with the larger centres in the 
sub-region but should continue its work of providing an alternative offer 

 Opportunities should be identified to enhance Horsham’s evening economy 

 Improved linkages can be achieved between the more recent developments 
and the established shopping areas 

 Sites close to the town centre which have potential to accommodate town 
centre expansion have been released to residential development     

 
3.3 The report concludes that national trends in retail, described above, could have 

implications on Horsham Town Centre. Horsham, as with other historical towns, has 
an attractive environment which provides the town with a competitive advantage over 
towns nearby. However, this is somewhat of a double edged sword as Horsham, and 
other historical towns, will find it increasingly difficult to provide suitable 
accommodation to meet retailers’ future needs. This is due to a number of reasons 
including; previously available sites have been released for residential development; 
much of Horsham Town Centre is designated as a conservation area and; historical 
property patterns also have implications for those retailers operating within them as 
retail logistics are becoming increasingly dynamic and national operators are 
increasingly looking for stores where there are few delivery restrictions so that they 
can undertake their deliveries in a more flexible manner. The configuration of the 
street pattern in Horsham is such that many premises are front loading (with 
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implications on traffic flows) and maintain their traditional form, i.e. multi-storey and 
have residential accommodation over them. Restrictive delivery controls are likely to 
discourage retailers. 

 
3.5 The study found that the number of food retailers represented within Horsham Town 

Centre is below the national average although this is somewhat compensated by the 
existence of two supermarkets (Waitrose and Sainsbury’s) and a food hall in Mark’s 
and Spencer. The number of comparison retailers (clothes, shoes etc) is almost 
identical to the national average and the number of service uses is not excessively 
high at one-third of all units. The vacancy rate is higher in the main shopping frontage 
than it is across Horsham Town (8 out of 10 vacant units are in the main shopping 
frontage). However, the vacancy rate is significantly lower in 2005 than it was in 
2003. 

 
3.6 The study concludes that Horsham is a more attractive shopping centre than for 

example Worthing and Redhill (both ranked as primary centres in the South East 
Plan) but less attractive than Guildford and Crawley. Rents are lower than that in the 
larger centres. Horsham Town Centre is now ranked 119 in England (compared to 
181st in 1995). Sixty per cent of the top 20 retailers have a presence within the town 
centre. Crime levels are low in the town centre are continuing to fall.    

 
3.7 Retail demand has grown steadily over the last decade, from twenty one registered 

operators in April 1995 to forty eight in May 2005. The characteristics of those who 
have registered an interest vary considerably, from discount retailers to exclusive 
clothes store; from traditional town centre retailers to those who are more likely to 
operate from an out-of-town location (DIY stores). However, out-of-town demand is 
low with only two operators showing an interest to locate to the area. 

 
3.8 The report found that there are opportunities to enhance the town’s evening economy 

and identifies a shortage of wine bars and restaurants. Several development 
opportunities are identified for future development for ‘evening’ uses including land to 
the rear of the Forum and Market Square.     

   
4. Policy Interpretation 
 
4.1 The results of the Health Check Update illustrated that Horsham Town Centre is a 

vital and viable town centre and provides an attractive environment for shoppers and 
local residents alike. It concludes that Horsham should not try to compete with the 
major centres in the area but should continue to provide an alternative to them. 

 
4.2 The study makes recommendations with regards to the expansion of primary and 

secondary frontages as well as a town centre boundary (not identified in the 1997 
Local Plan). The reason behind this is to support and secure further retail 
development within the town in order to sustain the long-term health of the town 
whilst maintaining and improving its competitiveness. These recommendations have 
assisted in developing the appropriate retail Core Policy (CP11) to ensure the future 
well-being of Horsham town centre by restricting retail development, with some 
exceptions, outside the defined centre and the identification of retail frontages in 
Horsham (and the larger town and village centres throughout the district). 

 
4.3  In addition to this, the Core Policy and the study provides a basis for further detail 

and interpretation, such as general development control policies (currently under 
preparation), which will also draw on the Retail Health Check and The Horsham 
Retail Health Check reports. 
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4.4 The positive conclusions of the study are encouraging and its recommendations have 

been appropriately interpreted in the retail policies of the Core Strategy. They have 
also been an important source of information for the continuing work on the more 
detailed development control policies. However, the study highlights potential for 
future expansion and improvement but also difficulties historic market towns like 
Horsham have in accommodating such growth. It is the intention to monitor carefully 
future development in the retail and leisure sector to ensure that the Council is pro-
active in tailoring the town’s assets to meet future demands of this dynamic sector.  

 
5. Conclusion 
 
5.1 The Retail Health Check and the Horsham Retail Health Check Update studies have 

helped to inform the Core Strategy and provide a basis to ensure that the vitality and 
viability of Horsham and the larger town and village centres throughout the district 
are protected and enhanced, whilst at the same time enabling change to occur when 
necessary thereby meeting the future needs of the retail sector and that of people 
living and working in the District.  

 
Further information on the study, including a copy of the full study on CD-Rom, can 
be obtained from the Strategic & Community Planning Department on 01403 215398.   

 


