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Introduction

This Sequential Assessment has been prepared at the request of Ribble Valley 

Council to support the Planning Application submitted by James Hall & 

Company (Properties) Ltd in January 2024.  The Planning Application was 

allocated the reference number 3/2024/0020 and at the time of writing is 

awaiting validation.

Eden Planning and Development was contacted by the Case Officer for the 

application, Stephen Kilmartin by e-mail and telephone to confirm that a 

sequential assessment is needed to meet the requirements of Development 

Plan Policy DMR1.



Introduction

To address this Policy requirement Eden Planning had included information 

within the submitted Planning Statement which demonstrates that the 

proposed development is a site specific farm shop and not a general 

convenience store.  Notwithstanding this position, we have set out within 

this Assessment the following:

1.	 Planning Policy and Case Law Background

2.	 Assessment Parameters

3.	 Site Assessment
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As specified in the submitted Planning Statement (also prepared by Eden 
Planning) Section 38(6) of the Planning and Compulsory Purchase Act 2004, says 
the planning application must be determined in accordance with the adopted 
Development Plan unless material considerations indicate otherwise.  
Applications which accord with the Development Plan should be approved 
without delay.

The Development Plan for the site comprises the Ribble Valley Core Strategy 
(2008 – 2028) (Adopted December 2014), the Housing and Economic 
Development DPD (2019), and the Longridge 2028 Neighbourhood Plan (2019).  
Full details of the planning policies relevant to the application are specified 
within the Planning Statement, therefore they are not reiterated here.  Instead, 
this section of the Sequential Assessment outlines the framework relevant for the 
application of the sequential test.

The Development Plan
Continuing from Development Plan Policy DMR1, Policy DMR3 allows farm 
diversification and the development of farm shops where they are linked to 
genuine farm diversification and a set of 5 criteria are applied.  The Planning 
Statement provides a response to those criteria, saying at page 25:

•	 New buildings proposed are minimal and are well related to the existing 
buildings. They reflect the landscape character in terms of material and design. 

•	 The proposals are well related to the primary transport route system, and will 
not generate additional traffic movements of a scale and type likely to cause 
undue problems or disturbance. 

•	 The site is large enough to accommodate the necessary car parking, service 
areas and appropriate landscape areas. 

•	 Some of the goods sold will be manufactured using milk from the adjacent 
farm. The policy justification notes that the sale of produce other than that 
produced at the farm can be permitted where additional information is 
provided, noting that often farm shops are ancillary and do not require 
planning permission. In this instance, permission is required. 

•	 Existing buildings would be unable to accommodate the farm shop, so a new 
sensitively designed building for the farm shop and café is proposed.

Planning Policy & Case Law Background
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Planning Policy & Case Law Background

In addition to the criteria relating to farm shops, the supporting text for Policy 
DMR3 says: 

“In rural areas there are important opportunities for farm diversification 
that will support local economic growth and the Council would seek to 
encourage such proposals where appropriate. 

It is generally assumed that the use of a farm shop only for the sale of goods 
produced on that farm is a use which is ancillary to use as a farm and 
therefore does not require the benefit of a planning permission, whereas use 
as a farm shop selling a significant amount of “imported” produce is a 
separate use and is subject to planning control.”

The proposed farm shop will sell produce that originates from the adjacent 
Alston Dairy but it will also sell other produce from the local area, most notably 
from the James Hall & Co family of businesses based at Bowland View, less than 
10 minutes away. 

It is on the above basis that this sequential assessment has been requested – 
because the produce sold will not be entirely sourced from the immediate 
vicinity.

National Planning Policy Framework
The National Planning Policy Framework was revised December 2023 and sets 
out the government’s planning policies for England and how these are expected 
to be applied.

Paragraph 91 of NPPF says that local planning authorities should apply a 
sequential test to applications for main town centre uses which are neither in an 
existing centre nor in accordance with an up to date plan.  It requires main town 
centre uses to be located in town centres, then in edge of centre locations, and 
only if suitable sites are not available (or expected to become available within a 
reasonable period) should out of centre sites be considered.  

NPPF continues to say at paragraph 92 that when considering out of centre 
proposals preference should be given to accessible sites which are well 
connected to the town centre.  There is also a requirement for applicants to 
demonstrate flexibility on issues such as format and scale so that opportunities to 
utilise suitable town centre or edge of centre sites are fully explored.

Whilst NPPF states that the sequential approach should not be applied to 
applications for small scale rural development no definition of what constitutes 
‘small scale’ is provided.  In retail terms the Sunday Trading Law cut off of 280sqm 
is often used as a benchmark for what constitutes a ‘small scale’ store.  Whilst the 
farm shop’s location and operational characteristics are rural in nature the 
quantum of floorspace is larger than 280sqm.
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Planning Policy & Case Law Background

National Planning Policy Guidance
NPPG sits alongside NPPF and gives additional information on the application of 
the sequential test.  It specifies that it is for the applicant to demonstrate 
compliance with the sequential test but that “The application of the test will need 
to be proportionate and appropriate for the given proposal.”  

NPPG provides a checklist of considerations which should be taken into account 
when determining whether proposals comply with the sequential test and they 
are:

•	 “with due regard to the requirement to demonstrate flexibility, has the 
suitability of more central sites to accommodate the proposal been 
considered? Where the proposal would be located in an edge of centre or out 
of centre location, preference should be given to accessible sites that are well 
connected to the town centre. It is important to set out any associated 
reasoning clearly.

•	 is there scope for flexibility in the format and/or scale of the proposal? It is not 
necessary to demonstrate that a potential town centre or edge of centre site 
can accommodate precisely the scale and form of development being 
proposed, but rather to consider what contribution more central sites are able 
to make individually to accommodate the proposal.

•	 if there are no suitable sequentially preferable locations, the sequential test is 
passed.”

NPPG also states that only if suitable sites in town centre or edge of centre 
locations are not available (or expected to become available within a reasonable 
period) should out of centre sites be considered.  Following this, it is also clarified 
that what constitutes a ‘reasonable period’ is dependent on the scale and 
complexity of the proposed scheme.

Lastly, Paragraph 12 of NPPG recognises that “certain main town centre uses have 
particular market and locational requirements which mean that they may only be 
accommodated in specific locations”.  In these instances, robust justification is 
needed.  For all development strategic decisions are made based on business 
models, this is particularly true of Use Class E and development.
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Relevant Case Law
For sequential assessments, there are a number of Appeal, Secretary of State and 
Court Decisions that clarify the methodology which should be employed.  We 
have set out below those that are of relevance to this proposal and the tests of 
suitability and availability with consideration of the requirement to demonstrate 
flexibility.

Suitable
Tesco Stores Limited v Dundee City Council [2012] Supreme Court judgement 
considered the meaning of ‘suitable’ when determining whether alternative sites 
are suitable for the proposed development in accordance with the sequential 
test. Paragraph 38 of the judgment states that:

“The issue of suitability is directed to the developer’s proposals, not some 
alternative scheme which might be suggested by the planning authority. I do 
not think that this is in the least surprising, as developments of this kind are 
generated by the developer’s assessment of the market that he seeks to 
serve.  If they do not meet the sequential approach criteria, bearing in mind 
the need for flexibility and realism…they will be rejected. But these criteria 
are designed for use in the real world in which developers wish to operate, 
not some artificial world in which they have no interest in doing so.”

The Dundee judgment has since been referred to and applied by Inspectors in 
relation to subsequent Planning Appeals.  In relation to an Appeal between Next 
and Sheffield City Council (Ref: APP/J4423/A/13/2189893), the Inspector’s 
decision stated at Paragraph 35 that:

“ …what needs to be established is whether an alternative site is suitable for 
the development proposed, not whether the proposed development can be 
altered or reduced so that it can be made to fit an alternative site.”

The Inspector found that the shape of a potential sequential site precluded Next 
from developing a store in its preferred format and he therefore concluded at 
Paragraph 53 that: 

“Having regard to all the points detailed above it is my view that the extent to 
which Next would have to compromise its business model to operate a H&G 
store from Moorfoot would be both excessive and unreasonable.  
Accordingly, I am satisfied that this site has been shown to be unsuitable for 
the development which Next is seeking to progress, and to expect it to 
operate from such a site would clearly run counter to the principles set out 
in the Supreme Court ruling referred to above.”

Planning Policy & Case Law Background
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Planning Policy & Case Law Background

The above cases demonstrate that in considering suitability as part of any 
sequential assessment the specific requirements of the proposed operator (if 
secured) needs to be taken into account, and that any potential alternative sites 
are required to be evaluated in terms of whether they are suitable for the 
development as proposed by the applicant.  Furthermore, another Appeal 
decision relating to a major extension to Cortonwood Retail Park near Rotherham 
(ref. APP/P4415/A/13/2197947), provides a further example of the application of 
NPPF retail policy in light of the Dundee Judgment.  In the Cortonwood case, no 
named retailers were involved, and the Inspector still concluded as follows in 
respect of the developer’s proposals:

“In this case there is no prospect of the retail units being developed, in full or 
in part, at any other location. The proposal is wholly specific to the appeal 
site as a means of redeveloping a partially used warehouse for a more 
commercially viable return.” (paragraph 22)

“The Barnsley Marketplace scheme comprises redevelopment of the town 
centre markets complex to provide a new shopping mall anchored by a 
department store, multiplex cinema and replacement market. This major 
project is at an advanced stage – planning permission has been granted, a 
development agreement exists between Barnsley Council and a consortium 
of developers, and key retail tenants have been signed up.  Whilst there 
would be sufficient retail floorspace to accommodate the Cortonwood 
proposal, it would be in a very different format to the appeal scheme and 
calls into question the extent to which ‘flexibility’ should be applied.” 
(paragraph 23).

The consistency demonstrated by these Appeals and case law confirm that 
developers should not be required to fundamentally reconfigure their 
development scheme when undertaking an assessment of alternative sites in 
locations that local planning authorities may deem to be sequentially preferable.

This was demonstrated again in the more recent decision by the Inspector for the 
appeal by LXB RP (Rushden) Limited at land adjacent to Skew Bridge Ski Slope, 
Rushden (Appeal Ref: APP/G2815/V/12/2190175) at IR8. 44-8.48.  The Secretary of 
State subsequently agreed with the Inspector in his report dated 11th June 2014, 
at Paragraph 15 he said:

“Furthermore, having regard to the arguments put forward by the Inspector 
at IR8.44-8.48, the Secretary of State agrees with his conclusion at IR8.48 
that the sequential test relates entirely to the application proposal and 
whether it can be accommodated on an actual alternative site (e.g. a town 
centre site)...it is not necessary to demonstrate that a potential town centre 
or edge of centre site can accommodate precisely the scale and format of 
development being proposed, but rather to consider what contribution more 
central sites are able to make individually to accommodate the proposal.”

It is the wording of this decision which has been subsequently included within 
Government Guidance on the application of the sequential test.  Another point of 
significance which we referred to above, is that NPPF policy does not require 
disaggregation.  This was also confirmed by the Secretary of State in his 
determination of the Rushden application; the decision letter confirming that the 
Secretary of State ‘..agrees with the Inspector that there is no requirement to 
disaggregate (IR8.47 and 8.51).’

It is clear from the Secretary of State and other Appeal decisions both with or 
without named retailers, there is no requirement for a developer to consider the 
disaggregation of the individual elements of a scheme.  The sequential test 
relates entirely to the application proposal as a whole; it is not a question of 
whether a materially reduced or otherwise different scheme can in theory be 
pursued on another site.
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Planning Policy & Case Law Background

Available
In the Rushden case, the Inspector drew a very clear and unambiguous 
conclusion in respect of availability under NPPF policy, stating at paragraph 8.55:

“NPPF [24] simply asks whether town centre or edge of centre sites are 
“available”. It does not ask whether such sites are likely to become available 
during the remainder of the plan period or over a period of some years.”

Paragraph 17 of the decision letter confirmed the Secretary of State’s clear 
agreement with this and other related reasoning of the Inspector.  This policy 
wording is entirely consistent with, and reflective of, the policy imperative that 
was set out in the Ministerial Foreword at the top of the previous 2012 iteration 
of NPPF.  This is a sentiment that has continued within the current iteration of 
NPPF – the planning system is about ensuring that sustainable development 
goes ahead, without delay.

As far as availability is concerned, the key distinction between the NPPF and 
previous national policy and guidance, is that under the up to date policy of the 
NPPF, sites need to be available (in a reasonable time period) to be considered 
sequentially preferable; it is no longer a requirement of policy to consider 
whether a site could become available in a longer time period.

Conclusion 
The proposed development includes Use Class E floorspace but it is a farm shop 
rather than traditional convenience retail.  Technically, the proposal is a ‘Main 
Town Centre Use’ according to NPPF and the requirement for a sequential 
assessment originates from the Development Plan Policy DMR1.  However, the 
methodology of preparing a sequential assessment is set out by NPPF, NPPG and 
Case Law relating to Use Class E development. 

The submitted Planning Statement outlines how the proposed development is 
site specific.  The proposed farm shop will stock produce made in the adjacent 
Alston Dairy, which in turn uses milk from the adjacent farm in the production of 
some goods.  The format of the proposed store is that of a farm shop, selling 
locally sourced produce. 

The case law and Secretary of State decisions outlined above provide 
confirmation of how NPPF policy in relation to the sequential test is to be applied 
in decision making.  This also requires the suitability and availability of alternative 
sites to be considered having due regard to the stated format and scale of 
development, and operational requirements of the particular operator/s in 
question.  It is on this basis that the Sequential Assessment is provided in the 
proceeding sections.  

The Sequential Assessment is also provided with a view to the very particular 
requirements (or need) that the proposed development fulfils.  It is firmly our 
view that the benefits of the proposal cannot be delivered on any other site and, 
therefore, no other site is suitable and consequently the sequential test is passed.  
Prejudice to this view, we have considered other sites for completeness as 
requested by the Council Planning Officers.



02	 Assessment Parameters
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Background
The Applicant, James Hall & Co is a family owned group of businesses based in 
Lancashire. With the original business established in 1863 as local shop, the 
company has successfully evolved and grown over the last 160 years. It is now the 
northern guild and regional partner of SPAR in the UK. SPAR stores serve both 
rural and urban locations and have both petrol forecourt and standalone store 
formats. 

Brands within the James Hall & Co group includes (but not limited to) Clayton 
Park Bakery, The Great Northern Sandwich Company, Fazilas, Graham Eyes 
butchers and G&E Murgatroyd.  G&E Murgatroyd is James Hall & Co’s company 
owned stores division created in the 1990s and it includes a combination of 
convenience stores, petrol forecourts and Post Offices.  Currently there are no 
farm shops within the G&E Murgatroyd or SPAR portfolio. 

Alston Dairy and land to the north (the application site) was acquired by James 
Hall & Co in 2023.  Opportunities for diversification are a crucial part of the long 
term and successful running of the business at Alston. An extension to the 
existing dairy, a new storage building and the provision of a new farm shop 
which are all subject to the current planning application are seen as integral to 
this.  In summary the proposed development is:

•	 The dairy extension is required as the existing production plant is insufficient 
for current output, with limited capacity to produce a greater range of 
products including ice cream, milkshakes and chilled desserts. It is envisaged 
these new products will be manufactured largely using milk from the dairy 
herd on site, delivering extremely sustainable local products. 

•	 The new farm shop would stock the full range of Ann Forshaw products and 
some other locally produced goods. The inclusion of a cafe will constitute a 
community asset as well as generating local employment. Although a ‘Shop’ is 
currently advertised at the site access, this is purely a counter for local residents 
to purchase yogurts in bulk and the proposal represents a significant 
enhancement to the offer. 

•	 A new building is also proposed on the northern part of the site for the storage 
of machinery and logs that would be used by the wider business.

Together these elements represent the development under consideration for the 
purpose of the sequential assessment.

The proposed development of a farm shop at Alston Dairy represents a wholly 
new business model for the applicant and would be the first SPAR branded farm 
shop anywhere in the world.  Due to the interconnected nature of the 
development proposed and the new format of shop the site requirements are 
different to those normally employed for the applicant.

Assessment Parameters
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Search Requirements
The total area of the application site is 2.91ha and provides:

•	 88 number parking spaces.

•	 Service areas.

•	 645sqm farm shop.

•	 2,322sqm dairy extension.

•	 465sqm storage building.

The application site is owned wholly by the Applicant and there is a company 
policy of only owning, rather than leasing assets.  The parts of the site where the 
proposed development will be constructed are largely open and free from built 
form.  

It is not possible for the proposed dairy extension to take place anywhere other 
than the application site, because it is an extension.  Although there is no 
requirement for disaggregation within the sequential test outlined by national 
and local policy in this instance it would not be possible to undertake a 
sequential assessment if the above listed elements are not disaggregated to 
some extent.  Through disaggregating the farm shop element of the proposal 
flexibility is demonstrated above and beyond what is required by planning policy.

Considering all of the above the site search parameters can be summarised as:

•	 Sites must be available within the next 12 months for development or 
occupation.

•	 Sites must be available to purchase.

•	 Sites must be accessible to Alston Dairy for delivery of fresh dairy products, i.e. 
located in Longridge or Grimsargh.

•	 Sites must have good visibility to the public to attract passing trade.

•	 Sites must be above to accommodate:

•	 a 868sqm gross farm shop;

•	 a servicing area of 624sqm; and

•	 car parking of 1,050 sqm in area to accommodated 28 parking spaces.

•	 For existing buildings capable of refurbishment they must have: 

•	 clear and unobstructed floorplates with the retail space of 380sqm provided 
on one level;

•	 must have or be capable of having an EPC rating of A;

•	 have 28 car parking spaces; and

•	 must provide or be capable of providing electrical vehicle charging points 
on site.

•	 Must have a dedicated service area with at least 1 goods vehicle loading bay.

As mentioned above, these parameters have flexibility built in because the farm 
shop element has been disaggregated from the rest of the proposed 
development.  Flexibility has also been demonstrated through consideration of 
the conversion of existing buildings, rather than just development of an entirely 
new facility.

Assessment Parameters
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Assessment Parameters

Catchment Area for Site Search
The proposed development is seeking to meet the need for a farm shop 
associated with Alston Dairy.  Alston Dairy is situated within the village of Alston, 
between the settlements of Longridge and Grimsargh.  To ensure a truly 
sustainable development sites must remain readily accessible from Alston Dairy, 
therefore, within the settlements of Grimsargh or Longridge.

The application site is located within open countryside, therefore, sites which are 
out of centre that are more accessible could be considered as sequentially 
preferable if they are also deemed suitable.



03	 Site Assessment
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In this section of the Sequential Assessment we have undertaken the assessment 
of sites that are in, or on the edge of Grimsargh and Longridge.

The search has been undertaken using the parameters specified in the preceding 
section.  As stipulated, while the constituent parts of a proposal should not be 
disaggregated for the purposes of the sequential assessment it has been in this 
instance as a means of demonstrating flexibility. 

A review of the adopted Development Plan, including the Districtwide Local Plan 
Maps, was undertaken.  This confirmed the extent of the defined Longridge 
centre.  This exercise was also undertaken to establish if there were any relevant 
allocations which should be assessed as part of the sequential site assessment.  
No relevant allocations were identified.

In the interests of robustness, the sequential site assessment has also considered 
Grimsargh (within Preston City Council’s administrative area).  The Preston City 
Council Local Plan (accompanied by online interactive mapping search facility) 
confirms that the village of Grimsargh is situated within the open countryside 
with a tightly constrained and defined settlement boundary and does not have a 
defined ‘retail’ frontage (or similar retail-related designation).  There are no 
relevant retail / leisure allocations associated with Grimsargh which have been 
considered as part of this sequential site assessment.

Following examination of the Development Plan, the search extended to 
secondary source information including property search websites.  The following 
sources have been reviewed:

•	 Right Move

•	 Nova Loca

•	 Prime Location

Searches on these websites concluded limited suitable and available 
opportunities to accommodate the proposed farm shop in sequentially 
preferable locations.  Evidence of this is provided at Appendix 1.

Commercial units located within Longridge and Grimsargh which do not already 
possess or have the potential for dedicated car parking and servicing areas have 
been immediately discounted and not assessed given their clear unsuitability to 
meet the operational requirements of the proposed farm shop.  

The parameters of a sequentially preferable site which may serve as an alternative 
to the application site are:

•	 sites located within or on the edge of Longridge ‘Main Centre’

•	 sites located within or on the edge of Grimsargh;

•	 sites which measure between 0.23 hectares and 0.27 hectares (this including a 
10% flexibility allowance)

Marketing details of three commercial properties were noted as having potential 
to accommodate the proposed farm shop and its requisite servicing and car 
parking.  These properties are assessed in Table 1 below.  The online marketing 
particulars of each of these properties is enclosed at Appendix 2 of this 
Assessment.

Following the search outlined above it has been concluded that there are no 
sequentially preferable sites which are both suitable and available to 
accommodate the proposed development.  Accordingly, the sequential site 
assessment has been passed.

Site Assessment
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Table 1

Address Retail 
Designation

Site Area (ha) Availability Suitability Conclusion

Land south of 
Blackburn 
Road, 
Hothersall, 
Longridge, 
PR3 2YY

Out of Centre

The site is 
located 
approximately 
0.9km east of 
the ‘Main 
Centre’ of 
Longridge (as 
the crow flies).

2.2 Yes – being 
marketed on 
a freehold 
basis.

The Development Plan defines the site as ‘open 
countryside’ and outside the defined settlement 
boundary.

The site previously benefited from outline planning 
permission for employment and retail uses (Ref: 
3/2017/0317).  That planning permission has now expired.

The site is significantly larger than the proposed farm shop 
site.  To deliver a ‘piecemeal’ development on a small 
portion of the site may prejudice the wider development 
opportunities.

The site is too large to 
accommodate the proposed 
farm shop and its dedicated 
infrastructure.

For the reason outlined above, 
the site is deemed unsuitable 
to accommodate the 
proposed farm shop 
development.

Cooperation 
Arms, Lower 
Road, Preston, 
PR3 2YJ

Out of Centre

The site is 
located 
approximately 
0.9km east of 
the ‘Main 
Centre’ of 
Longridge (as 
the crow flies).

Approximately 
0.32

Yes – being 
marketed on 
a leasehold 
and freehold 
basis.

The Development Plan defines the site as ‘open 
countryside’ and outside the defined settlement 
boundary.

Local and national planning policy promote the retention 
of public houses as they form a community facility.  The 
NPPF (December 2023) states the planning decisions 
should enable ‘the retention and development of 
accessible local services and community facilities, such 
as… public houses.’  To accommodate the proposed 
development, the existing public house building would 
need to be demolished to allow for reconfiguration of the 
site to facilitate dedicated car parking and servicing areas.

The site is not sequentially preferable to the application 
site.

In retail planning terms, the 
former Cooperation Arms site 
is out of centre.  It therefore is 
not sequentially preferable to 
the Alston Dairy application 
site.

Additionally, local and national 
planning policy promotes 
retention of public houses as 
community facilities.

For the reasons outlined 
above, the site is deemed 
unsuitable to accommodate 
the proposed farm shop 
development.
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Table 1

Address Retail 
Designation

Site Area (ha) Availability Suitability Conclusion

Whittingham 
Road, PR3 2AB

Out of Centre

The site is 
approximately 
0.4km south of 
the ‘Main 
Centre’ of 
Longridge (as 
the crow flies)

Approximately 
0.4

Yes – being 
marketed on 
a freehold 
basis.

The site (which falls within the Preston City Council 
administrative area) benefits from planning permission for 
residential development.  On 8 March 2022, reserved 
matters approval was secured for 9 dwellings (Ref: 
6/2021/1396), pursuant to an outline planning application 
for 9 dwellings (Ref: 6/2019/0465).  The planning 
permission is understood to remain extant.

In retail planning terms, the 
site at Whittingham Road is 
also out of centre.  

The site benefits from 
planning permission for 
residential development.  It is 
located in an area which is 
predominately residential in 
nature.  

For the reasons outlined 
above, the site is deemed 
unsuitable to accommodate 
the proposed farm shop 
development.
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