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MISSING THE POINT

ROX and the CB Hillier Parker report on Oxford & OTS

Introduction

In response to widespread criticism of the effects of the OTS from city retailers and businesses, Oxfordshire County Council recently commissioned London retail specialists, CB Hillier Parker to " undertake a study of the recent retail performance of Oxford city centre."

This study  was published on the 10th of July 2001 together with a County Council press release trumpeting - "No evidence that Transport Strategy has damaged city centre shopping". 

ROX has now examined the CB Hillier Parker report. This document summarises that report and our own responses. 

Among our conclusions is that this report is NOT  what most people would consider to be a study of retail performance in the city as it does NOT include :

· Sales data

· Footfall figures

· and uses out of date and inaccurate evidence.  

Moreover, there was NO prior consultation with retailers before the commissioning of the report. NO retailers were consulted about the methodology to be employed or asked to give evidence to the inquiry. NO retailers were given an advance draft copy for comment or shown a copy before publication. NO retailers were told of the report's impending publication or invited to any launch or to meet the authors of the report. The County Council did not hold a press conference. NO copies have been distributed to retailers. 

The report CANNOT be taken seriously. 

Apart from its covers, the study consists of 23 pages of comment and conclusions plus extensive statistical appendices. The County Council has not publicly disclosed how much it cost  business and residential taxpayers, although it is unlikely to have been cheap. 

Despite the lack of any sales data or footfall figures it concludes that the OTS has had no adverse effects on shopping in the city, either permanent or temporary.

The famous Victorian literary critic, John Churton Collins, once said that in nine cases out of ten those seeking advice were actually touting for flattery. This report suggests that he knew what he was talking about.

THE REPORT

Several themes dominate the report. 

The first is its findings that the OTS has NOT had even the slightest effect on Oxford's appeal or retail performance; indeed it re-iterates this conclusion on six separate occasions in the final 10 paragraphs. The report also goes further in claiming benefits for the OTS which no other body or person has made to date.

Its second principal feature is the TOTAL ABSENCE of any sales data and footfall information.  People leave one centre to shop at another without apparent cause. Key problems facing particular streets or groups of businesses, e.g. the Covered Market, are never addressed. The report contains no demographic information about the city, no profile of its working/daytime population; no figures about average stays/spends in the city; no breakdown between groups by age or between tourism and other businesses; no breakdown of car/ park and ride usage; no distinction between day and evening businesses or any other pertinent consideration including the separation of pedestrianisation from anti-car deterrents such as high parking charges etc. 

And finally, it is almost as if the report inhabits a parallel Oxford. ROX is concerned with the city's character and ambience, its sense of quality and diversity. Such words and thoughts are entirely absent from the report's pages. 

But before examining the report's methodology and conclusions in detail it is worth examining its views about the initial impact of the scheme on the city.

At the time of the scheme's introduction, Council officials admitted that there was bound to be some initial disruption. "Winners and losers" was often mentioned. Councillors often quoted academic and commercial studies about the impact of pedestrianisation schemes elsewhere, acknowledging that while they invariably produced immediate downturns in trade after about eighteen months or so, trade not only recovered to its previous levels but increased sharply as shoppers grew to like and understand the new arrangements.

Local evidence is very different with many retailers complaining that turnover figures have been hit by the OTS and at least a dozen, possibly as many as 20 businesses, closing because of lower sales.

Despite the absence of any sales data, the CB Hillier Parker report reaches an entirely opposite conclusion, arguing that the OTS has saved, not harmed, Oxford businesses. After claiming that national retail sales were flat in 1999, on page 4 it says:

" The new traffic management arrangements in Oxford city centre came into operation in June 1999. It could thus appear that flattening in the growth of sales by city centre retailers in the second half of 1999 was due to the traffic restrictions and pedestrianisation. In reality however it is much more likely to have been due to the national trends outlined above; and may well have been more severe without the new pedestrianisation scheme."

This is an extraordinary statement. First, because it claims that sales in Oxford flattened when they actually slumped. BUT more importantly, because it flies in the face of every piece of known experience from every other centre in Britain.

The same literary Victorian critic mentioned earlier was also the author of a second maxim - "Never," he warned," trust a man who speaks well of everybody."  With the necessary changes, the same quip could be amended to read - never trust a report which can't find a single fault with anything its client did.  

_________________

The CBHP report has a particular methodology.

Hence we have a report on Oxford retailing, the authors of which:

-     Spoke to no retailers

-     Spoke to no retailers organisations
-     Made no attempt to compile sales figures, turnover levels in the city as a whole or street 

by street

· Spoke to no shoppers

· Spoke to no staff or 

-     Spoke to no rival shopping centre managers

-     Fail to differentiate between types of shoppers or purposes of visits

· Make no mention of shop closures since the introduction of the OTS, under-used

      capacity in city car parks or contrasts in parking charges and accessibility between 

      Oxford and rival shopping centres 

· Only refer to three of the six competing centres to Oxford - Reading, Banbury and 

      Milton Keynes - omitting Bicester Village, Swindon and Cheltenham

· Never discuss any possible disadvantages that Oxford faces in competing with these 

centres. 

Moreover although written in response to critics of the OTS, it never challenges the results of the ROX surveys which involved a broad cross section of the city's retailers and which found alarming slumps in trade. 

Rather the report brings together and analyses some entirely different strands of retail data, which, although important and useful, can also be misleading and insensitive to the ecology of a particular city. 

National Retail Sales Trends.

The report begins by arguing that retailing has seen low growth rates, particularly among clothing retailers, in recent years. 

However, although accepting that "the best indicator of the retail performance of a city centre is the actual sales achieved - page 4 para 3.1", CB Hillier Parker neither uses the extensive data collected by ROX nor attempts to undertake a study of their own making. Rather, they have chosen to look at other less best indicators of judging the impact of the OTS on Oxford's retail performance. Analyses of these indicators constitute the remaining sections of the report. NONE includes sales or footfall figures. The indicators are :

Prime Shop Rental Values

Prime Shop Property Investment Yields

The Provision of Retail and Service shops

Shop Vacancy Rates

Retailer Demand

The Shop Letting Market in Oxford City Centre

Comparison Goods Catchment Area and Retail Sales

Cafes and Restaurants in Oxford City Centre

ALL measured in comparison with what is called a peer group of similar historic cities - Cambridge, Norwich, Bath and Worcester.

Prime Shop Rental Values

Despite some qualifications about rental values lagging behind changes in retail sales this section concludes that Oxford has higher rental values than other cities in the peer group. 

Prime Shop Rental Investment Yields

This section of the report analyses returns on capital (in the forms of rent - i.e. yield) to investors. It shows that yields in Oxford show identical trends in yields to Cambridge, Norwich and Bath and that all four are well regarded by investors.

The Provision of Retail and Service Shops

This section says that there are 340 shops in Oxford compared to 477 in Cambridge, 727 in Bath and 852 in Norwich. Oxford is the smallest of the peer group. On average, by footage, Oxford's shops are larger than Cambridge.

In terms of numbers of shops within the peer group, Oxford has :

*  The lowest proportion of convenience goods

*  The highest proportion of "comparison goods shops"

*  The lowest proportion of service outlets 

The report also reveals that the number of shops in Oxford and Cambridge fell slightly between 1994 and 2000 and that most of the Oxford contraction occurred before the introduction of the OTS.

Shop Vacancy Rates

This section says that Oxford has the lowest shop vacancy rate of any of the five cities. In April 2001 Hillier Parker "identified 16 vacant shop units" during an inspection of the city. The report says that a small increase in vacancy rates over the past year is the result of uncertainties about growth in the retail sector and a shakeout in the fashion goods sector, e.g. the closure of C&A, and is not due to any side effects of the OTS. 

Overall, it claims that 16 vacancies out of 340 units represent a vacancy rate of 4.7%, the lowest of the other cities and well below the GB national rate of 11.2% in November 2000. The report accepts that many of these vacant units are large and concentrated in prime locations - The Westgate, the units below Debenhams etc.

Retail Demand

This section repeats the oft-quoted figure of 155 retailers seeking premises in Oxford. Most - two thirds - are comparison goods retailers. The second highest category is cafes, fast food outlets, restaurants etc with 42 potential operators looking for suitable premises. Despite qualifications about these figures, CB Hillier Parker claims that they are on a par with similar levels of demand in Cambridge but below Norwich, Bath and Worcester.

The Shop Letting Market in Oxford

CB Hillier Parker conclude that there is strong demand for shops and stores in Oxford - hardly likely if conditions were as bad as anti-OTS objectors suggest.

At the same time, they also concede that the high rent levels achieved previously would not be achieved on new lettings, concluding that prime rents have probably peaked in Oxford for the time being. At the same time they expect good rental growth in secondary shopping streets in the next few years with speciality fashion retailers among the likeliest tenants.

Since the publication of this report, however, a new report by a different firm of retail specialists has alleged that Oxford rent levels are falling much faster than CBHP suggest.

According to Colliers CRE's 'Midsummer Retail Report' prime rents in the city have fallen by 11% over the past 12 months making Oxford the worst performer in the league of the UK's top retail centres. 

Comparison Goods Catchment Area and Retail Sales

The CBHP report describes the results of two national surveys on shopping patterns in the UK in which 17,000 & 10,260 people in the Oxford catchment area also took part.

Extrapolating data from these surveys, CBHP concludes that total city centre comparison goods sales grew by 3.2% between 1998 and 2000 - less than the national average. It blames this loss on the appeal of three rival centres - Reading, Milton Keynes and Banbury. The report does NOT mention Cheltenham, Swindon or Bicester Village.

Cafes & Restaurants

The report examines fears that there are too many cafes, restaurants, bars and fast food outlets opening in Oxford. It says that these have grown from 29 in 1994 to 42 in 2000 and that in percentage terms this is lower than in other cities in the peer group. It concludes that Oxford is under provided compared with the peer group towns or the national average. It says that Oxford faces strong demand for new outlets from a further 42 potential operators and that more of them ought to open. 

Information gathered by ROX suggests that CB Hillier Parker's figures are a SIGNIFICANT UNDERESTIMATION of such outlets in the city.

Summary and conclusions

· The report says that retailing has been difficult for most non-food retailers since 1999 and that Oxford's problems reflect this trend, not problems with the OTS.  

· The report says that Oxford enjoys high rent levels, now peaking. Such slippage is also a national phenomenon and not the result of the OTS.

· Prime shop property investment yields are expected to grow in Oxford. Any downward trend is in line with national movements, not the product of the OTS.

· There is high demand from retailers for space in Oxford and although this has slackened over the past 12 months, this downfall also reflects national trends.

· Vacancy rates in Oxford are low. Any increase in the number of vacant units is a result of national retailing trends not the OTS. 

· Rent levels have peaked. This is not due to problems of OTS but weaknesses in the retailing market as a whole.

· The city's market share of sales within its catchment area has shown a slight fall but this is due to the opening of new centres, not the OTS.

· The city is underprovided with restaurants and cafes. 

CBHP concludes they have not been able to identify any demonstrable adverse effects on city centre retailing because of the OTS. On the contrary, they believe that the city is now more attractive. The main obstacles to Oxford's future are the difficulty of developing additional retail and service attractions because of limited availability of sites and conservation restraints.

And finally :

"Oxford needs to seek ways to increase its unique mix of attractions while continuing to provide easy accessibility and a high quality environment, if it is to resume its retail growth in the face of increased competition."

ROX  ASSESSMENT 

ROX does not have access to CBHP's data about rent levels, investment yields and demand for shop space in Oxford, although it has to be noted that their figures are disputed by other retail analysts and that our own research has revealed important inaccuracies in their survey data. 

We are also extremely disappointed that a report about the retail performance of the city discusses NONE of the concerns raised by retailers themselves. 

We regret the lack of consultation before the study was undertaken and the lack of any sales and footfall information within the report.

For almost two years we have said that:

· If Oxford faces growing competition from other centres, it must offer alternative or

      comparable attractions - including ease of access, convenient and affordable parking. No

      city can compete by adding to its own problems; having the highest car parking charges 

      of any UK provincial city, imposing parking charges from 8am to 10pm seven days a 

      week and on Bank Holidays

· Many customers are being driven away by the costs and inconvenience of the OTS.

Oxford is in danger of losing the very competitive advantages that it enjoys over other

centres - wonderful architecture, a rich cultural tradition, a unique mix of smaller,

independent retailers that cannot be found elsewhere. The customer base of many of

those smaller retailers is being destroyed, fundamentally transforming the appeal and

character of the city

· The appearance and "feel" of the city is also being coarsened by the OTS.

We regret that none of these concerns has been addressed by the report.

Critics have NEVER argued that Oxford would become a retailing desert because of the OTS. The city is immensely prosperous, house prices are rising sharply, unemployment rates are among the lowest in Britain, and both universities are expanding. We have welcomed pedestrianisation and improved public transport.

BUT by measuring Oxford by rental factors alone, CBHP is ignoring the essence of the city they are discussing. 

Oxford is being diminished by the OTS policies. Its retail spread is shrinking, its wider appeal is fading, the loss of affluent car borne shoppers is affecting its image and style. 

A world class city has been despoiled by ugly street furniture, gained a reputation as the begging capital of Britain, and become increasingly shunned by many in the county.

These changes are harmful. Their long-term impact cannot be underestimated. Oxford is looking increasingly dowdy. One of the finest streets in Europe has become little more than a gigantic bus lane. Inexorably the city seems to be drifting towards becoming a version of somewhere like everywhere else. Sadly, the CBHP report fails to address any of these concerns. Whatever its cost to the county council, its benefits to retailers are virtually worthless.

Those who care about this wonderful city must now make their voices heard before we lose an irreplaceable treasure.

Rox  - July 18th 2001

