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Introduction

Scotland’s town and city centres have evolved 
significantly in recent years in response to changing 
consumer behaviour and the growth of multi-channel 
shopping. UK-wide forecasts for the sector are mixed, 
and earlier this year the British Retail Consortium’s 
‘Retail 2020’ report predicted that the rate of change 
within the retail workforce is set to quicken as the digital 
revolution further reshapes the industry.

The effects of these changes will vary across the UK 
and, whilst many wider trends apply, town centre and 
retail development in Scotland is subject to unique 
challenges and opportunities. This report considers 
both the current climate for town centre development in 
Scotland, and also the direction of the sector over the 
coming years.

NLP in Scotland
Nathaniel Lichfield & Partners (NLP) is the UK’s leading 
planning and development consultancy, and has been 
recognised by the RTPI as Planning Consultancy of 
the Year for an unprecedented three years running. 
NLP has always been at the cutting edge of retail and 
town centre planning; from planning the centres of 
the New Towns to pioneering new shopping centres 
and superstores, and we have been active throughout 
Scotland for many years.

On the back of this track record, NLP opened its first 
Scottish office in 2015 and intends to play a major part 
in the country’s future growth and prosperity by assisting 
our clients, across the public and private sectors, in 
achieving their development objectives. 

1962

1960s

1970s

1980s

2000s

2015

NLP founded by Professor Lichfield

Key role in the development planning of 
both Milton Keynes and Peterborough  
New Towns

Leading role in developing innovative 
approaches to community consultation

Developed the Retail Impact Assessment 
methodology

Pioneered the development of new shopping 
centres and foodstores across the UK

Edinburgh office opens

NLP and Town Centres - A Timeline
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The Importance of Scotland’s  
Retail and Leisure Sector

Scotland’s retail and leisure sector is integral to the 
performance of the Scottish economy. Whilst UK-wide 
forecasts are mixed, the sector’s current and future 
importance in Scotland cannot be underestimated. 
Experian have identified that retail and leisure jobs 
across Scotland’s 32 planning authorities account for an 
average of 26.5%1 of total jobs. This is largely consistent 
across the country, though more fine-grained analysis 

reveals the particular importance of retail employment 
on the periphery of Scotland’s larger cities, such as 
in Perth and Kinross, East Dunbartonshire, and North 
and South Ayrshire. Despite the increasing role played 
by online retailing, Experian forecasts these figures to 
remain largely stable over the coming decade.The scale 
of the retail sector in Scotland should not, therefore, be 
underestimated.

Aberdeen

Dundee

Glasgow

North Ayrshire

South Ayrshire

Perth & Kinross

Figure 1: Estimated Proportion of Jobs within Leisure and Retail Sector by Planning Authority 
(Source: Experian, 2016)
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Table 1: Comparison of GVA, Population and Consumer Spending across the UK (Source: ONS and Experian)

UK-wide data from ONS and Experian confirms that 
consumer spending in Scotland equates to around 
£88bn; almost double that of Wales and three times 
as much as Northern Ireland. Indeed, it is the fifth 
highest regional figure in the UK, behind only those of 
London and the south of England. Factoring in the size 
of Scotland’s population, consumer spending per head 
stands at £16,400 per annum.

In this context, it is clear that the town centre and retail 
sector has a major role to play in the continued success 
of the Scottish economy. However, with challenging 
times ahead forecast by many UK commentators, it 
is increasingly important to understand both how this 
role can be maximised, and where new development 
opportunities exist.

Region GVA (£bn) Population (m) Consumer Spending 
(£bn)

Consumer Spending per 
head (£000s)

Greater London 337.5 8.5 152.2 17.8

South East 226.3 8.9 174.2 19.7

East of England 129.2 6.0 105.3 17.5

South West 112.3 5.4 102.3 18.9

East Midlands 86.9 4.6 74.3 16.1

West Midlands 109.2 5.7 85.6 15.0

Yorkshire & the Humber 99.1 5.4 80.8 15.1

North West 141.4 7.1 114.9 16.1

North East 44.6 2.6 41.4 15.8

Wales 51.5 3.1 47.0 15.2

Scotland 115.5 5.3 87.7 16.4

Northern Ireland 32.4 1.8 27.9 15.2

United Kingdom 1511.1 64.5 1093.6 16.9

9.4% of enterprises in Scotland (14,070 VAT-registered businesses) are retailers; 
higher than the UK average of 8.8%

9.4%
Scotland

8.8%
UK

Retail accounts for 20% of turnover and 15% of Gross Value Added in the 
whole Scottish services sector (above UK figures of 15% and 11%)

15%
Turnover

20%
Turnover

Scotland has 23,550 retail outlets, comprising 11.9% of all business outlets 
(above the UK figure of 11.0%)2

11.9%
Scotland

11.0%
UK
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Future Growth?

The economic downturn which followed the credit 
crunch and changes in shopping habits have had a 
significant impact on the retail sector and town centres 
generally in Scotland. Over the last decade, a number 
of national operators have failed, leaving voids within 
centres and a challenge to attract new anchor tenants. 
Many new town centre schemes have been delayed, 
which has affected the ability of centres to meet the 

growing needs of their catchments and compete with 
other larger centres higher up the retail hierarchy. Whilst 
the discount sector is thriving – both for food and non-
food goods - the large foodstore operators have seen a 
reduction in growth and have significantly curtailed any 
expansion plans.

Against this backdrop, a number of key trends in the 
sector are becoming increasingly apparent:

The growth of internet shopping 
and multi-channel retailing, along 
with increasing use of click and 
collect, and the different ways 
in which operators and shopping 
centre owners now connect with 
customers digitally. Experian 
advises that internet sales’ share 
of total retail sales stood at 11.7% 
in mid-2015 against 4.7% in June 
20083.

The polarisation of retailing, with 
strengthening at the top-end and 
also strong growth in discount and 
budget operators. The discount/
value sector has grown from 6% 
to 9% from August 2012 to March 
2015, whilst the share of the ‘Big 
4’ has fallen from 76% to 73% 
over the same period4. There has 
also been a strengthening of larger 
regional centres at the expense of 
smaller town centres.

Strong growth in the food and 
beverage sector, and a broadening 
of the range and choice of outlets 
in centres, complementing the 
wider retail offer and increasing 
dwell times. 101 of the top 500 
shopping centres in the UK now 
incorporate food courts5.

The continued evolution in the 
retail/leisure park sector, in terms 
of type and range of uses present 
and a general ‘softening’ of retail 
uses, and increase in the number 
of leisure-led schemes. 30 of the 
top 100 shopping centre schemes 
in the UK now include a multiplex 
cinema6.

The importance of convenience, 
both in terms of e-tailing but also 
in helping to drive new retail and 
leisure formats.

The success of discount and 
budget operators across food and 
non-food sectors.

The significant recent change in 
the foodstore market, particularly 
in respect of the relative success 
of the ‘big four’ operators and 
discounters. For example, there 
are now currently 92 Lidl stores in 
Scotland, and 65 Aldi stores7.

The changing role of shopping 
centres, including the use of food 
courts as anchors, and the return 
of leisure uses (such as gyms 
and cinemas). 27 of the top 100 
shopping centre schemes in the 
UK have health and fitness clubs8.
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Experian forecast both leisure and retail-based GVA to 
increase markedly in Scotland over the coming years. 
However, research suggests that Scotland is under-
provided for in terms of food-based leisure facilities. 
Food services account for just 12% of total retail 
provision in Scotland, compared to the UK average of 
16%9. Of the UK’s 12 regions, Scotland has the second 
lowest level of provision, above only Northern Ireland.

This would suggest there is scope for developers to 
consolidate their existing assets, and branch out 
into new forms of complementary town centre uses. 
Equally, planning policies must now reflect the changing 
composition of Scotland’s town and commercial 
centres.

Figure 2: Retail and Leisure GVA Growth (Source: Experian)
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Town centres are at the heart of their  
communities and can be hubs for a range 
of activities. It is important that planning 
supports the role of town centres to thrive 
and meet the needs of their residents, 
businesses and visitors for the 21st 
century.

SPP, 2014
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Future Growth - 
Where are the Key Opportunities?

Notwithstanding the structural changes which have 
taken place in the retail sector, there remains potential 
for growth in other key sectors and services within 
Scotland’s town centres. However, with market 
conditions remaining challenging, development and 
investment will clearly be directed to those areas with 
the greatest potential for growth.

Using Experian data, NLP has mapped the growth in 
population and household expenditure across Scotland 
over the coming decade. 

These indicators are key inputs into all retail capacity 
and impact assessments undertaken by NLP, and are 
important markers of future growth in town centre uses.  
 
The results of this analysis are clear. Those authorities 
forecast to experience the most growth are concentrated 
in the historic urban areas of Glasgow and Aberdeen, as 
well as a large hotspot around Edinburgh and the wider 
South East Scotland city region. 
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To a large extent this is to be expected, given the 
dominance of the Central Belt in terms of Scotland’s 
economy. However, there are clear differences in the 
anticipated levels of growth around Edinburgh and 
Glasgow. 

Whilst both cities themselves are forecast to grow, the 
Lothian authorities comprising Edinburgh’s immediate 
hinterland are expected to experience particularly 
significant growth, whereas a number of the authorities 
around Glasgow are actually anticipated to have 
declining populations.
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Future Growth - 
Where are the Key Opportunities?

Table 2: UK Shopping Venue Rankings 2015-16 (Source: Venuescore)

Rank Venue

1 London, West End

2 London, City

3 London, Midtown

4 Glasgow

5 Manchester

6 Birmingham

7 Leeds

8 Liverpool

9 Nottingham

10 Brighton

11 Edinburgh

12 Cardiff

13 London, West End - Oxford St

14 Aberdeen

15 Newcastle Upon Tyne

Rank Venue

46 Hull

47 Livingston

48 Sheffield, Meadowhall S C

58 Maidstone

59 Dundee

60 Grays, Lakeside S C

94 Newbury

95 Stirling

96 Wolverhampton

120 Wigan

121 Ayr

122 Bolton

138 Mansfield

139 Inverness

140 London, Camden Town

These findings reflect a number of other recent trends 
in the performance of Scotland’s major retail centres. 
Historically, Glasgow has been Scotland’s foremost 
retail centre, and has consistently been listed as the 
UK’s most significant centre outside of London in 
Venuescore’s retail rankings. 

This position is likely to be consolidated upon the 
eventual completion of the Buchanan Galleries 
extension and the Edinburgh-Glasgow rail improvement 
programme. Edinburgh and Aberdeen also feature 
prominently in the rankings at 11th and 14th place 
respectively.  

Indeed, comparison of each centre’s rankings in 
2013/14 and 2015/16 reveals that Edinburgh is making 
the greatest progress up the rankings, having arrested 
its relative decline over the previous decade, even 
ahead of the opening of the long awaited St James 
shopping centre redevelopment. 

Aberdeen is also enhancing its retail offer comparative 
to other centres across the UK, due in part to the Union 
Square shopping centre, which is also in line to be 
extended in the coming years.
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Table 3: Top 10 Shopping Centres in Scotland in 2016 
(Source: Trevor Wood Associates)

2016 
Rank

Shopping 
Centre

Location Change in 
Rank Since 
2011

17 East Kilbride 
Shopping Centre

East Kilbride -5

19 The Centre Livingston -3

29 Silverburn Glasgow - 
Pollok

+1

33 intu Braehead Renfrew - 
Braehead

-5

41 Clyde Shopping 
Centre

Clydebank +3

43 St Enoch Centre Glasgow +5

47 Buchanan 
Galleries

Glasgow -9

52 The Thistles Stirling -10

78 The Kingdom 
Shopping Centre

Glenrothes +4

83 Overgate Dundee -6

Many of Scotland’s largest shopping centres10 are 
also trying to enhance their offer relative to other such 
centres across the UK, in an attempt to capitalise on 
the growing leisure market sector in particular. 

Figure 3: Shopping Centre and Retail Warehouse Floorspace 
per Head (Source: Completely Retail and ONS)

Dundee Aberdeen Edinburgh Glasgow
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Looking at relative levels of retail floorspace per head 
across Scotland, data compiled by Completely Retail, 
a comprehensive directory of UK shopping centres and 
retail parks, states that Edinburgh contains almost 
500,000 sqm of shopping centre and retail warehouse 
floorspace. Glasgow, on the other hand, is host to over 
600,000 sqm. When compared to the population of 
each city, and also the other key city regional centres of 
Aberdeen and Dundee, the retail floorspace per head in 
the major central belt cities is notably lower than that of 
their provincial rivals. 
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Future Growth - 
Where are the Key Opportunities?

Taken as a whole, there is clear potential for further 
expansion in the retail and leisure markets of Scotland, 
especially around the growing commuter belt of 
Edinburgh and the Lothians. This is reflected in the 
construction of schemes such as Edinburgh St James 
in Edinburgh City Centre, but also the development of 
new retail and leisure parks such as Chesser Avenue to 
the south west of the city, which complements existing 
provision at Hermiston Gait, Straiton and Kinnaird Park. 

A mapping exercise undertaken by NLP, and shown at 
Figure 4, illustrates the strategic locations occupied 
by retail park and retail warehouse schemes across 
Edinburgh. 

Figure 4 demonstrates both the proximity of existing 
retail park developments to the strategic highway 
network, and also their accessibility to the growing 
residential communities located beyond the city. In 
this context, the Proposed Strategic Development 
Plan for south east Scotland identifies a requirement 
for over 70,000 new homes by 2029; emphasising 
the scope for further increases in provision in such 
accessible locations. Research undertaken by Trevor 
Wood Associates also shows that 44 of the top 100 
shopping centre schemes in the UK have an integral bus 
station, and the potential expansion of the tram network 
in Edinburgh could open up further opportunities for 
strategic retail and leisure developments.

Figure 4: Strategic Retail Warehousing Locations in Edinburgh (Source: NLP Analysis and Completely Retail)
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Planning for Growth

Forecasts of growth in retail and leisure GVA (a 
commonly used measure of economic productivity and 
performance) lend further weight to our view that a 
positive future lies ahead for Scotland’s town and city 
centres. Figure 5 illustrates that retail (and leisure) 
GVA growth varied dramatically between different 

authorities from 2006 to 2016, and in many cases 
actually decreased. Whilst many city regional centres 
exhibited good signs of growth (particularly Glasgow and 
Aberdeen), other authorities saw shrinkage over the last 
decade.

Figure 5: Proportional Change in Retail and Leisure GVA from 2006-2016 (Source: Experian)
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In contrast, growth is forecast across the board over 
the coming decade (Figure 6). As might be expected, 
this applies particularly to the City of Edinburgh and 
Scotland’s other larger centres; reflecting both the 
investment directed into these centres with projects 
such as the St James shopping centre redevelopment in 
Edinburgh, Union Square in Aberdeen and the potential 
Buchanan Galleries extension in Glasgow, and also the 
forecast population and housing growth around these 
key urban centres. 

Growth is also forecast for Scotland’s smaller towns and 
sub-regional centres. In particular, Stirling is expected 
to generate growth of over 20% in its retail and leisure 
productivity. Stirling is notable in that its town centre 
businesses rejected the opportunity of ‘BID’ (Business 
Improvement District) status in March 2015, whereas 
larger city centres such as Edinburgh have used the 

Planning for Growth

initiative as a means of identifying specific opportunities 
for investment at a local level. Instead, Stirling’s local 
development plan focuses upon the allocation and 
monitoring of six key sites in and around the city centre. 
These include Burghmuir Retail Park on the edge of the 
centre, which caters for the requirements of modern 
retail operators and has already succeeded in attracting 
the likes of TK Maxx and Waitrose.  
 
The development plan for Stirling also affords the 
traditional ‘retail park’ at Springkerse ‘commercial 
centre’ status within the adopted retail hierarchy. Lying 
only one tier below the City Centre in the authority’s 
network of centres, and including a number of new 
allocated sites, this enables the Council to take a 
positive approach to effectively managing and planning 
for the provision of new retail and leisure floorspace.

Figure 6: Forecast Change in Retail and Leisure GVA from 2016-2026 (Source: Experian)
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Planning Policy Context
The ‘commercial centre’ level of the retail hierarchy 
was first introduced in 2006 via Scottish Planning 
Policy 8: Town Centres and Retailing. Various 
planning authorities have since been keen to afford 
commercial centre status to their retail and leisure 
facilities, which better reflects how consumers 
actually see and use them. This approach provides 
an interesting contrast to England, where such 
schemes generally fall outwith the hierarchy and 
remain unrecognised by planning policy.

Plans should identify as commercial  
centres those centres which have a 
more specific focus on retailing and/or 
leisure uses, such as shopping centres, 
commercial leisure developments, mixed 
retail and leisure developments, retail 
parks and factory outlet centres. Where 
necessary to protect the role of town 
centres, plans should specify the function 
of commercial centres.

SPP, 2014

There is, therefore, scope to plan for growth in 
Scotland’s town and city centres. Indeed, compared to 
the rest of the UK, Scotland’s city regional approach 
to planning, and planning authorities’ willingness (both 
through plan making and decision taking) to pro-actively 
direct investment into sustainable sites, offer key 
opportunities. By harnessing the potential of such sites 
through the delivery of schemes which capitalise upon 
emerging trends in the sector, developers can ensure 
their schemes succeed in adding to the vitality and 
viability of Scotland’s centres.
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Conclusions

It is clear that the vitality and viability of town and 
commercial centres is of considerable importance to the 
future economic growth of Scotland. While, in the past, 
planning for town centres has focused primarily on retail 
facilities, town centres are evolving constantly – more 
so now than ever before. Furthermore, the way we shop 
and experience leisure is also changing, in line with 
wider socio-economic trends. As a result, it is essential 
that the need for a wide range of town centre uses is 
now reflected in planning policy and decisions. 

Planning Policy Context
Recent challenges to Scotland’s town centres, and 
the wider retail sector, are recognised in Scottish 
Planning Policy, which states that planning for town 
centres should be flexible and proactive. Planning 
authorities should recognise the cyclical nature 
of growth and the need to plan positively for new 
town centre uses within both traditional and more 
accessible new locations.

Planning for town centres should be 
flexible and proactive, enabling a wide 
range of uses which bring people into 
town centres. The planning system should, 
inter alia, encourage a mix of uses in town 
centres to support their vibrancy, vitality 
and viability throughout the day and into 
the evening; and consider opportunities 
for promoting residential use within town 
centres where this fits with local need and 
demand.

SPP, 2014

The food and beverage sector, in particular, has 
experienced significant growth in recent years, both 
in terms of the range of operators and number of 
outlets. Against this background, and given the strong 
competition town centres have faced from online 
shopping and out-of-centre destinations, it is clear that 
centres need to offer something more than just shops to 
secure their future vitality and viability.

Opportunities continue to exist for new town centre 
developments in Scotland, especially in the growing 
city region urban centres. Indeed, and despite their 
current scale and dominance, there is evidence 
of relative under-provision in centres such as 
Edinburgh and Glasgow. With growing populations 
and retail expenditure, they each remain capable of 
accommodating a wide range of new town centre uses 
in order to further enhance their consumer offer and 
meet the needs of their residential hinterlands. 

Equally, the approach taken in smaller centres such 
as Stirling provide an indication of the type of planning 
strategies and approach to retail hierarchies which can 
act to encourage investment from active and emerging 
new retail and leisure operators. This includes the 
designation of Commercial Centres. 

In summary, whilst the Scottish town centres and retail 
sector has clearly been subject to considerable change 
over recent years, it continues to offer significant 
growth potential. How this will be realised over the 
coming years, however, will depend upon how planning 
authorities and the development sector as a whole 
respond  to wider changes in the retail and leisure 
marketplace.

Endnotes:

1   Experian, 2016

2 Scottish Retail Consortium, 2016

3 Experian Retail Planner Briefing Note 13, 2015
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5 Trevor Wood Associates, 2016

6 Trevor Wood Associates, 2016

7 ORC Storepoint, 2016

8 Trevor Wood Associates, 2016

9 Venuescore, 2015-16

10 Trevor Wood Associates, 2016
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How can NLP help?

Our Track Record

Port Glasgow - Secured more 
than 40 planning permissions to 
facilitate the redevelopment of a 
former shipyard as a new mixed use 
town centre expansion, unlocking 
significant economic benefits.

William Hill - NLP continues to 
support William Hill’s development 
objectives through the provision of 
planning appraisals, applications for 
listed building consent, change of 
use and advertisement consent.

F&C Reit - Pre-acquisition planning 
audits of shopping centres in 
Aberdeen and Inverness.

intu - NLP advises intu across the 
UK and in Scotland is assisting 
with retail and leisure development 
proposals at intu Braehead. 

Village Urban Resorts - Planning 
permission for two new 120 bed 
Village Urban Resorts in Edinburgh 
and Glasgow.

Retail Studies - Advising local 
planning authorities throughout 
the UK and expert in undertaking 
retail and town centre studies, 
assessments of capacity, and town 
centre vitality and viability checks. 

M&S - Planning consultancy support 
to M&S for over 25 years, including 
roll out of the Simply Food / Foodhall 
format in Scotland and major store 
extensions.

Waverley Mall, Edinburgh - Planning 
application for reconfiguration 
and new active uses within plaza 
roofspace.

NLP understands the economics of property, land and 
planning, and the importance of economic growth. 
Through our innovative economic and spatial analysis, 
we quantify needs and impacts and articulate the case 
for new development.

© Intu Properties plc
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The town centre and retail sector is a key area of focus 
for NLP and over 40 employees in the company are 
based within our town centre, retail and leisure team. 
The team possesses the specialist skills required to 
provide the highest quality advice on the development 
of main town centre uses. Our aim is to forge long-
standing relationships with clients by providing realistic 
and commercially focussed advice. 

NLP is a leading advisor to both local planning 
authorities and the private sector on town centre, retail 
and leisure planning matters, with an extensive portfolio 
of clients across the UK. NLP has advised over 150 
local authorities on retail planning matters, including 
the completion of retail studies and town centre health 
checks. 

The Royal Town Planning Institute (RTPI) recognised NLP 
three years running as the leading Planning, Design and 
Economics Consultancy in the market place, awarding it 
Planning Consultancy of the Year status in 2011-2012, 
2012-2013 and again in 2013-2014. 

Read More
You can find out more information on NLP and download 
copies of this report at:    
www.nlpplanning.com/nlp-insight

About NLP: Town Centres and Retail

Food and DrinkPositive Engagement 
Kit

Evidencing  
Economic Benefits

Cinescope

How NLP can help

Contacts
For more information, please contact us:

Bristol Andy Cockett 0117 403 1980 acockett@nlpplanning.com

Cardiff John Cottrell 029 2043 5880 jcottrell@nlpplanning.com

Edinburgh Gordon Thomson 0131 285 0670 gthomson@nlpplanning.com

Leeds Chris Darley 0113 397 1397 cdarley@nlpplanning.com

London Steven Butterworth 0207 837 4477 sbutterworth@nlpplanning.com

Manchester Stephen Morgan-Hyland 0161 837 6130 smorgan-hyland@nlpplanning.com

Newcastle Jonathan Wallace 0191 261 5685 jwallace@nlpplanning.com

Thames Valley Daniel Lampard 0118 334 1920 dlampard@nlpplanning.com

This publication has been written in general terms and cannot be relied on to cover specific situations. We recommend that you 
obtain professional advice before acting or refraining from acting on any of the contents of this publication. NLP accepts no duty of 
care or liability for any loss occasioned to any person acting or refraining from acting as a result of any material in this publication.

Nathaniel Lichfield & Partners is the trading name of Nathaniel Lichfield & Partners Limited. Registered in England, no.2778116. 

Registered office: 14 Regent’s Wharf, All Saints Street, London N1 9RL

© Nathaniel Lichfield & Partners Ltd 2016. All rights reserved.
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