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Retail has been a challenge for 
many years now but the coronavirus 
pandemic has accelerated disruption 
within the sector. There are victims 
that will not be able to recover but, as 
always, there are opportunities that 
many will be able to seize. Here, EG’s 
head of retail research James Child 
takes an in-depth look at the current 
retail environment and the impact that 
Covid-19 and our shifting working and 
living patterns have had on the sector. 
The future of retail is not over. It is just 
beginning.
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The plight of many of the UK’s town centres and 
high streets has been well documented throughout 
the past decade. Retail has increasingly become the 
most important part of this complex puzzle. Several 
independent and government-led inquiries have 
attempted to tackle the symptoms that have stifled 
productivity, increased retailer insolvencies and 
work to escalate vacancy rates, with limited success.

The loss of household retail names, concerns 
about jobs and fears around the future of 
communities after years of austerity, have 
peaked as we have moved into the 2020s.

This of course, has not been an ordinary year. 
In a time where all of us have had to readjust 
one way or another to new norms, the value 
that we place on some of our most cherished 
places has been exposed. Cities and towns 
have been shut down for prolonged periods; 
otherwise vibrant destinations where people 
come together to work, to shop, and to share in 
lived experiences have been left void of life. 

The pandemic cannot be blamed for the ill 
health of town centres, but it has magnified and 
accelerated the rate at which the insidious force of 
obsolescence is permeating the UK’s high streets. 

Urban environments adapt to our evolving 
needs. Myriad factors, our own habits 
included, have already been coalescing 
to harm one of the key components to our 
community destinations: retail space. 

Economic, structural and consumer led shifts 
have all simultaneously, and at speed. Much has 
already been written about the future of the retail 
sector, yet the swift acceleration of many of the 
changes bestowed upon the it, means lasering in 
of those critical areas of evolution is imperative. 

Spaces that are no longer fit for purpose act as 
visual scars on a community, and persistent vacancy 
can be attributed to local economic distress. Empty 
retail premises must be retrofitted and transformed 
into spaces that add social value and generate 
cultural capital for the community it serves. 

This investigation seeks to highlight the various 
challenges currently faced by occupiers, landlords, 
town planners, and investors; specifically focusing 
on retail real estate. With most experts agreeing that 
the UK is oversubscribed with surplus retail stock, 

21%
In 2010, some 7% of retail spend came through the 
internet. That figure rose to 21% last December

31.4%
In the immediate wake of the national lockdown, 
average retail spend online jumped from a baseline 
of 20.3% throughout Q1 to a whopping 31.4% in Q2
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questions linger regarding what to do with ever 
increasing voids. Using analysis from Radius Data 
Exchange and other sources, we will underline the 
evidence that shows the movement of travel in the 
sector; how the reanimation and repurposing of 
physical space will shake out, and how the wider 
real estate ecosystem might be effected. We will 
assess whether our lived experiences in 2020 will 
serve to insulate the retail sector in coming years, 
through a rebirth of localism, or act as a final nail in 
the coffin, accelerating failures on the high street.

THE ECONOMY AND CONSUMER HABITS

One of the reasons for the vast swathes of retail 
stock being released is down to a change in 
consumer habits. A move to increased levels of 
online retail spending, combined with increasing 
amounts of disposable income being spent 
on experiences, rather than “stuff”, could be 
described as the first wave in what has been 
a relative tsunami of negative headwinds that 
have sucker-punched physical stores.   

Despite evolving spending habits, the overall 
trajectory of retail sales continues to move upward 
in terms of pounds spent. Office for National 
Statistics data shows that even in 2020, retail 
sales have remained extremely robust. Indeed, 
comparison of the first three quarters of this year 
with last year, show that overall sales volumes 
are actually up by 1.35%. A flood of spending 
in the weeks after the first national lockdown 
period expired means that Q3 spend was the 
highest for a third-quarter since records began. 

Despite varying levels of lockdowns up and 
down the country, concerns surrounding future 
employment and a third of the country’s workforce, 
at times, on furlough, the public has continued to 
use retail as a source of therapy in these unfamiliar 
times. With the majority of retail closed, these 
figures are proof that our spending habits are 
being dictated through different channels. 

The past decade has changed our expectations 
of the shopping experience. In 2010, some 7% of 
retail spend came through the internet. That figure 
has since trebled to reach 21% last December, 
and before the onset of the pandemic, analysis 
of annual growth by quarter actually showed that 
this penetration was slowing. In 2020 we have 
seen new record highs for the percentage of retail 
sales coming online. In the immediate wake of the 
national lockdown, average retail spend online 
jumped from a baseline of 20.3% throughout Q1, to 
a whopping 31.4% in Q2. Analysis of the Office for 
National Statistics data sets shows that this equates 
to an additional eight million pounds being spent 
that quarter, pushing online spend up to £27.7m 
for the months of April to June. The devil makes 
work for idle hands; consumers using additional 
disposable income saved from doing less, filling 
excess time with an online shopping frenzy.  This 
is another area where Covid-19 has acted as the 
great accelerant. Pre-pandemic, many industry 
experts anticipated that online spend could reach 
30% within the next few years. It has done so in the 
space of a single quarter. It is hard to say if those 
figures will remain quite as lofty as we tentatively 
exit the national restrictions in 2021, but it is likely 
that they will stabilise somewhere above where 

ONLINE RETAIL SPEND [%] AND ANNUAL GROWTH [%] BY QUARTER
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we were before. This in isolation will not bring 
about the death knell for shops. Successful retailers 
have been embracing multi-channel operations 
for many years, and indeed, there are some that 
do not trade online at all. What this will do is pile 
pressure onto those occupiers that are unable to 
find the balance in their business models to deal 
with this increasing trend away from physical stores. 

Footfall had traditionally been used as the 
litmus test for successful place. While footfall 
is a complex tool for comprehending if a high 
street or shopping district is a “success”, at a base 
level, fewer consumers means fewer people 
spending. Unsurprisingly there have been 
some historic lows in footfall, as the country 
was told to “stay at home.” This is not a useful 
indicator. What is though, is how quickly certain 
places can return to normal levels of footfall. 

Data from Springboard shows that August footfall 
in those market towns was 26% lower than the 
same period last year. Yet in UK regional cities 
(excluding London) footfall was 35% lower. In 
London the picture was even worse – some at 
60% lower than the same period last year. 

Cities have been the hardest hit in terms of a 
return to normal footfall levels, not surprising 
given the percentage of the workforce that is 
currently working from home. A knock-on effect 
of a reduction in white collar workers moving 
through city areas is that the retail element will 
suffer. The flip side is that towns that house a 
higher proportion of office workers will benefit 
from additional footfall, with former commuters 
now shopping (as well as working) from home.

August footfall in those 
market towns 

was 26% lower than 
the same period last year.
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Cities are not only made up of a commuting 
workforce, their resident populations have a 
considerable effect on the success of the micro 
economy. Data from Centre For Cities shows a 
polarisation in which places (and residents) are 
spending increasing amounts of money through the 
internet compared with through physical stores. 

In September 29% of spend in Cambridge and 
27% of spend in London was online – above the 
national average of 25%. While in Burnley and 
Bournemouth online spend represented 19% 
and 20% of total retail spend, respectively. Could 
a polarisation of towns and cities by disposable 
income levels serve to influence the success or 
failure of physical retail? The data certainly seems to 
indicate that that areas with relatively lower levels 
of disposable income are less likely to spend as 
much online as their wealthier counterparts. 

THE PHYSICAL ENVIRONMENT

Most of the retail stock in the UK was built before 
the advent of the internet, with little thought 
about the increasing volumes of sales that would 
one day come through online channels. This, 
combined with decades of retailer growth being 
allied to increasing the size of store portfolios, and 
resulting investment into expansion and building 
out of new retail stock, has created a weakening 
demand for space. Combine this with a steady 
increase in business rates, and upward only rents 

and the future of physical retail space has quite 
evidently been a cause for concern for some time.

Because of this, retail premises are flooding 
the market. Some occupiers are consolidating 
their overall portfolios, others are exiting 
stores in a more acrimonious way, through 
administrations, and increasingly, CVAs. 

Figures from Radius Data Exchange show that 
since the start of 2018 more than 27m sq ft of retail 
and food and beverage space has been vacated 
due to CVAs, administrations and traders no longer 
able to operate. The forced closure of many 
during the first national lockdown served as the 
final blow, accelerating an otherwise slow journey 
from “hanging in there” to insolvency. So far, more 
than 2,000 individual shops and eateries have 
been shuttered since the beginning of the year. 

ONLINE SPENDING SEPTEMBER 2020
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RETAIL SPACE PERMANENTLY CLOSED IN 2020 
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Figures from Local Data Company goes someway 
to highlighting the current rate at which retail 
premises are emptying out. Vacancy rates across 
shopping centres, retail parks and high streets all 
increased in the opening six months of this year. 
Shopping centres’ lack of “essential retail” has 
meant the majority of units within those schemes 
have been unable to trade during lockdown.  
High street vacancy, while still trending in the 
wrong direction (+0.4%, H2 2019- H1 2020), is 
comparatively flat compared with out-of-town 
retail parks (+0.7%) and larger shopping centres 
(+0.6%) – an indicator of the effect of localism 
that has seen an outpouring of public good 
will go towards local independent traders. 

However, increasing levels of empty units can be 
misleading in the grand scheme of retail occupation. 
A more precise metric to help understand the 
effect of retail closures is to look at the net change 
of combined closures and openings. Local 
Data Company analysis shows that the overall 
net change has been trending in the wrong 
direction for a number of years. An acceleration at 
the start of 2017 has culminated in the worst six-
month period since 2014, in terms of overall net 
closures, down almost 8,000 stores fin H1 2020.

Of those units that do remain empty, there are some 
interesting patters that emerge when dissecting the 
data by retail type. Shopping centre units are more 
likely to be empty for longer than retail park and 
traditional high street stores. Scheme owners may 
find more sever, long-term structural challenges 
in the future, especially as the repurposing 
of units becomes even more commonplace. 
The fact that high street units are becoming re-
occupied more quickly than other sector is at least 
a positive trend for town centre stakeholders. 

Increasing vacancy is already having an effect on 
the lettings market. Analysis from EG Propertylink 
shows that the number of individual retail 
properties coming to market in 2020 is already 
40% up on the record set in the previous year, 
to reach more than 7,500 units. This figure is 
some 77% higher than the last low of 1,477 units 
in 2017 and is expected to continue to increase 
in line with growing consolidation in the sector. 

These indicators run concurrently with the fact 
that on the whole retailers are signing up for less 
physical retail space than they once did. Radius 
Data Exchange analysis shows this trend in 
action. The previous two years have seen gradual, 

Learn more about how 
you can harness Radius 

Data Exchange’s powerful 
insights for your business 

at egi.co.uk/radiusdx
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yet sustained, periods of reduced commercial 
take-up in the retail sector. It remains to be seen 
whether there is a marked increase throughout 
the second half of this year, but in all likelihood 
businesses will be taking stock of current financial 
circumstances, with an eye on the looming 
recession, and deciding whether to stick or twist.

As occupiers continue to assess their physical 
space in an age of increasing online spend, 
the value of space is coming under increasing 
scrutiny. Radius Data Exchange analysis shows 
that not only have average lease lengths for 
retail space tumbled by 28% in the past decade, 
but average rents per square foot have come 
down on average by 27%. Occupiers need 
less space and want to pay less for it.

The flux in supply and demand in the market 
at present means there are increased chances 
of favourable negotiations for occupiers. 

Retail and leisure landlords are facing a flood of 
lease expiries over the next five years that could 
see close to 1bn sq ft of space, and thousands of 
over-rented assets released back to the market.

Analysis using EG’s Radius Data Exchange shows 
that almost 65% of retail and food and beverage 
leases signed since 2015 will expire or have 
lease breaks between now and 2025, potentially 
delivering some 975m sq ft back to landlords.

Additional analysis of EG’s data shows that one-
third of retail and leisure units that have a lease 
event due over the next decade are over-rented.

Landlords heavily exposed to fashion and food 
and beverage face the biggest risk, with these 
two tenant types representing some 35% of the 
lease expiries coming in the next five years.

As the value that occupiers place on space 
decreases, it suppresses appetite in the real 
estate investment market. The drop in values in 
retail real estate have been dictated by bottom-
up shifts from consumer to retailer, based on 
how much occupiers actually need space. 

Investment into retail real estate has plummeted in 
the face of the pandemic and an expected deep 
recession. Radius Data Exchange analysis shows this 
year marks the worse for investment volumes since 
2008, down by 48% on the total achieved at the 
beginning of the Global Financial Crisis. Investment 
volumes are down by 70% on last year’s totals (with 
Q4 left to go). A combination of a revaluation of 
retail real estate has been compounded by investor 
inertia in the wake of the first national lockdown. 
With average rents and lease lengths tumbling, 
as well as accelerated consolidations, real estate 
investors remain cautious in the retail sector.

In a suppressed market, one particular sub-
sector that has been relatively acquisitive has 
been local authorities. Despite having their 
funding slashed by 49% since 2011, according 
to the National Audit Office, local authorities 
have drawn on capital reserves and debt to 
start buying commercial real estate assets 
within and outside their own jurisdictions.

UK RETAIL AND F&B LEASE COVENANTS SINCE 2000
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Some £8.2bn has been spent on commercial real 
estate by local authorities since 2013, according to 
Radius Data Exchange, with £2.6bn being spent 
on retail assets. Local authorities have typically 
invested in service and value-led shopping 
schemes and parades, either to create a revenue 
stream, or to redevelop for community need.

In recent years, the structural landscape has 
transformed. Empirical evidence shows there 
is an oversupply of space throughout the UK, 
borne from a reducing demand for stock from 
occupiers. The fears are that with such a rapid pivot 
away from A1 uses, swathes of high streets, town 
centres and shopping centres, will suffer economic 
stagnation. Obsolescence is a real issue – the 
solution must lie in successful repurposing of stock.

 

REPURPOSING RETAIL

Radius Data Exchange planning analysis reveals 
that the number of applications for change of 
use away from retail (A1) has been tumbling 
since 2017. In fact, change of use applications 
are down 44% so far this year, albeit with two 
months of the year left in terms of collected data. 
In isolation that is not surprising. Many mooted 
plans for change of use may well have been 
paused as a reaction to ongoing lockdowns. It is 
more surprising that the figures have been falling 
in recent years, not rising, given the increasing 
amount of retail stock that is coming to the market.

7,500 975M SQ FT 
OF SPACE

Analysis from EG Propertylink 
shows the number of individual 
retail properties coming to 
market in 2020 is already 
40% up on the record set 
in the previous year, with 
more than 7,500 units

Analysis using EG’s Radius 
Data Exchange shows that 
almost 65% of retail and food 
& beverage leases signed since 
2015 will expire or have lease 
breaks between now and 2025, 
potentially delivering some 
975m sq ft back to landlords.
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Fragmenting those change of use applications since 
2014 shows some familiar trends. One in three have 
been for change of use to food and beverage (A3).

While restaurants experienced a relative boom 
period in the first wave of retail consolidations in 
the mid-2010s and took advantage with a raft of 
openings in high streets and shopping centres, 
their numbers plateaued and reached “peak 
restaurant” in around 2017. The annual slowdown in 
change of use applications may well be because of 
this reversing trend. With the food and beverage 
market saturated, fewer retail units are converted 
to eateries. It cannot be because there are less 
retail units available from which to convert.

The data shows that applications are increasingly 
likely to permitted, and at a faster rate too. In 
2014 the average days to permission for a retail 
premises to other uses stood at 143 days – that 
figure stands at 78 days in 2020, almost halving. 
Permission rates had been increasing year on year 
up to 2018, peaking at 76%. That figure has since 
dropped slightly this year to just north of 50%.

RETAIL TO RESI

Another trend that has become more apparent is 
the move to covert shops into homes, with change 
of use applications to residential doubling over the 
past five years, according to Radius Data Exchange.

The figures show that 27.7% of all change-of-use 
applications to residential in 2019 were for high 
street retail space, up from 13.9% in 2014. That figure 
has dropped in 2020, in line with all other planning 
indicators, but with the future of our town centres 
under the microscope, and the traditional retail offer 
failing to attract footfall as it used to, conversions 
away from retail are becoming more common.

The shortage of land in urban areas has seen 
residential developers come into direct 
competition with other real estate sectors, 
most commonly locking horns with those 
in the industrial and logistics space seeking 
plots for last-mile distribution hubs.

27.7%
The figures show that 27.7% of all change-of-
use applications to residential in 2019 were for 
high street retail space, up from 13.9% in 2014

78 DAYS
The data shows that applications are increasingly 
likely to be permitted, and at a faster rate. 
In 2014, the average days to permission for 
a retail premises to other uses stood at 143 
days - that figure stands at 78 days in 2020

70% DOWN
The amount of new retail space being applied for, as 
well as permitted, has been decreasing since 2016. 
In 2020, numbers have fallen even more starkly. 
Permission rates have dipped below 50%, with 
overall application numbers down 70% on 2016

Retail disrupted
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But it is not just on the high street where this 
transformation is occurring. Many of the big 
retail REITs are now looking at repositioning their 
retail destinations by supplementing shopping 
centre schemes with additional housing elements 
while simultaneously reducing the retail offer.

NEW RETAIL

The amount of new retail space being applied for, as 
well as permitted, has been decreasing since 2016 
and in 2020, numbers have fallen even more starkly. 
Permission rates have dipped below 50%, with 
overall application numbers down 70% on 2016.

The main use types being applied for are food 
and beverage units – with a large proportion 
of these lodged during the aforementioned 
F&B boom - and standalone shops. New 
applications for shops will have seen a spike 
in supermarket and food store occupiers. 

Radius Data Exchange figures show a boom 
in out-of-town applications, which have almost 
doubled over the past five years. Out-of-town 
retail has become attractive for several reasons: 
cheaper land for developers and investors, 
cheaper rents and bigger premises for occupiers; 
and easy and cheap accessibility for consumers. 
These continued and sustained pressures on our 
central shopping areas have worked to further 
damage once healthy retail environments. 

However, this boom may well be nearing 
its end with applications for new retail 
parks slowing over the past two years.

STATE OF FLUX

Physical retail is in a state of flux. There is too much 
space currently in the market and consolidation 
will continue, as retailers continue to balance lofty 
rents and rates with online sales penetration. The 
pandemic has layered on an additional dynamic 
to this evolving relationship. Will we return to 
offices and cities at the same rate at which we once 
frequented them? Will we work five days a week? 
And if not, who and where are the winners and 
losers? Which places will benefit from retention 
of residents? Which areas might suffer as they 
lose out on reducing levels of commuter spend? 
Without a crystal ball it is impossible to tell, and 

at this point we really don’t know the lasting 
impacts of this virus. However, there are several 
indicators which suggest a step-change in the 
fortunes of local economies throughout the UK.

By looking at how many office employees 
live in a particular local authority, compared to 
where they work, we can gauge the effect that 
a lack of commuting in and out of satellite towns 
into central urban hubs will have, and begin to 
separate out potential winners and losers.

The chart on page 12 indicates which local 
authorities we are loosely defining as potential 
winners. This is by looking at which local authorities 
currently have the highest availability rates 
(defined by actively marketed properties against 
amount of actual stock). An increase in home-
based office workers should boost the local 
economy, as their time and money are not leaking 
via the daily commute to a different locale.

APPLICATIONS FOR BRAND NEW UK 
RETAIL [COUNT] & PERMISSION RATES [%] 
[EXCLUDING CHANGE OF USE TO NEW RETAIL 
PREMISES] 

COUNT OF APPLICATIONS FOR BRAND NEW 
RETAIL (2014-2020 [TO END OF OCT]) BY RETAIL 
USE TYPE
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WINNERS IN RESPECT OF RETAIL PERFORMANCE AS A RESULT OF WORKING PATTERNS SHIFT

LOSERS IN RESPECT OF RETAIL PERFORMANCE AS A RESULT OF WORKING PATTERNS SHIFT

The chart above shows that hypothesis in reverse, 
highlighting those that could be classed as relative 
losers. Which in this instance we define as local 
authorities that have the lowest retail availability 
rates, but traditionally benefit the most from white 
collar workers. Those areas that benefit from high 
levels of commuting workers, and already have 
a substantial footprint of successful retail built-
around this model, look set to potentially struggle.

If working from home is to become an ingrained 
part of employment culture, then city centre areas 
could be harder hit by retail losses than town 
centres. That is not to say that all retail in satellite 
towns is now insulated from the issues that face 
retail space, but that a increased percentage of retail 
may well still have a place in those economies.  

Winner / 
Loser?

Local Authority Indicitive retail 
availablity rate 

(SQ FT)

Deprivation 
Index Score

Resident disposable 
income 

per capita (2018)

Share of jobs 
in the area 

based in an 
office (Decile)

Share of resident 
population 

that works in 
an office (Decile)

Region

Winner South Gloucestershire 45.4% 11.62  £21,979 34.0% (5) 61.9% (3) South West

Winner Lewes 36.4% 15.76  £23,363 43.3% (2) 68.7% (2) South East

Winner Bristol, City of 33.5% 26.25  £19,692 39.2% (3) 65.2% (2) South West

Winner Tewkesbury 32.0% 12.10  £22,531 22.3% (9) 62.2% (3) South West

Winner Wokingham 31.5% 5.82  £27,792 45.2% (2) 72% (1) South East

Winner Brighton and Hove 29.1% 20.98  £22,437 38.3% (3) 65% (2) South East

Winner Solihull 26.5% 17.76  £24,146 37.2% (4) 65.2% (2) West Midlands

Winner Bath and North East 
Somerset

25.8% 12.05  £23,107 38.3% (3) 63.6% (3) South West

Winner Welwyn Hatfield 24.3% 14.00  £21,698 51.1% (1) 66.7% (2) East of England

Winner Ribble Valley 23.4% 10.30  £24,966 25.2% (8) 69.0% (2) North West

Winner / 
Loser?

Local Authority Indicitive retail 
availablity rate 

(SQ FT)

Deprivation 
Index Score

Resident disposable 
income 

per capita (2018)

Share of jobs 
in the area 

based in an 
office (Decile)

Share of resident 
population 

that works in 
an office (Decile)

Region

Loser Slough 1.4% 23.016  £18,831 44.3% (2) 50.4% (8) South East

Loser Thanet 1.5% 30.315  £18,074 17.2% (10) 47.2% (9) South East

Loser Barking and 
Dagenham

1.6% 32.883  £17,299 22.8% (9) 43.0% (10) London

Loser East Devon 1.9% 12.707  £21,134 21.1% (9) 49.0% (8) South West

Loser Gravesham 2.0% 20.742  £20,402 6.40% (10) 50.3% (8) South East

Loser Luton 2.2% 25.035  £16,257 35.2% (5) 45.9% (9) East of England

Loser East Lindsey 2.3% 29.66  £16,792 17.2% (10) 50.5% (8) East Midlands

Loser Allerdale 3.0% 22.669  £19,804 22.3% (9) 44.0% (10) North West

Loser Thurrock 3.1% 20.633  £18,976 26.8% (8) 50.7% (8) East of England

Loser Forest of Dean 3.1% 18.19  £18,734 29.7% (7) 46.9% (9) South West

Retail disrupted
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REDUNDANT STOCK AND THE GREEN AGENDA

As the UK gets more serious about climate change 
and pushes harder for a green economy as it forges 
the path the recovery, regulations for the built 
environment – one of the biggest contributors to 
climate change – will become more prevalent. 

While largely dismissed by sustainability heads 
as a useless tool in reducing C02 emissions 
and improving environmental efficiency, from 
1 April 2023, it will officially be an offence 
to continue to let a commercial property 
with an EPC rating of E or below. A move 
that could massively increase obsolescence 
across the retail real estate environment.

From 1 April 2023, it will officially 
be an offence to continue to 

let a commercial property with 
an EPC rating of E or below

Retail disrupted
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Using a combination of Radius Data Exchange, 
EG analysis of Valuation Office Agency data and 
Office for National Statistics Census 2011 data and 
EG analysis of Energy Performance Certificates, EG 
has identified which UK cities and towns are most 
exposed in terms of potential retail stock that will 
become unlettable once that period has elapsed. 

The chart below shows the top 20 towns and 
cities (out of a sample of data that includes the 
top 100 towns and cities by population size) at 
risk from retail obsolescence, and most in need 
of change of use away from retail in the future. 

TOP 20 UK CITIES AND TOWNS BY HIGHEST “PERCENTAGE OF RETAIL PROPERTIES WITH AN EPC RATING 
OF E OR BELOW” 

Population 
rank (/100)

City / Town Sum of total retail 
space (SQ FT)

Resident population 
[ONS census 2011]

Retail space per person (Sum 
of total retail space (SQ FT) 

/ Resident population [ONS 
census 2011])

Number of change 
of use applications 

(2014-2020)[Change 
away from retail A1)

Percentage [%] of retail 
properties with an EPC 

rating of E or below

099  Carlisle  2,029,551  77,332  26.2  30 37.6%

071  Bath  341,406  97,237  3.5  75 37.1%

079  Barnsley  1,499,605  91,913  16.3  22 37.0%

012  Kingston upon Hull  1,669,525  282,114  5.9  78 36.0%

065  Rotherham  1,423,316  107,453  13.2  20 34.6%

076  Southport  2,194,477  92,676  23.7  36 34.3%

072  Stockport  2,089,331  95,640  21.8  43 34.1%

070  Wakefield  1,927,810  99,533  19.4  76 34.0%

023  Bolton  348,131  190,763  1.8  57 33.9%

051  Cheltenham  2,400,380  117,057  20.5  37 33.5%

008 Bristol  852,691  428,100  2.0  139 33.3%

086  Nuneaton  1,321,080  86,814  15.2  10 33.3%

078  Halifax  1,473,173  92,173  16.0  30 33.0%

018  Brighton and Hove  1,080,892  235,521  4.6  70 32.8%

042  Blackpool  3,802,575  144,132  26.4  18 32.5%

007  Leicester  7,168,376  443,444  16.2  154 32.1%

037  York  2,937,133  156,031  18.8  86 31.9%

024  Norwich  4,451,243  190,576  23.4  52 31.7%

046 Cambridge  2,940,412  123,900  23.7  38 31.6%

074  Darlington  1,792,153  93,366  19.2  41 31.6%

37.6%
Carlisle

Retail properties with
an EPC rating of E or below
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TOP 20 UK CITIES AND TOWNS BY HIGHEST “RETAIL SPACE PER PERSON” INCLUDING NUMBER OF 
CHANGE OF USE APPLICATIONS AND PERCENTAGE OF PREMISES WITH EPC RATING WITH E OR BELOW

Population 
rank (/100)

City / Town Sum of total retail 
space (SQ FT)

Resident population 
[ONS census 2011]

Retail space per person (Sum 
of total retail space (SQ FT) 

/ Resident population [ONS 
census 2011])

Number of change 
of use applications 

(2014-2020)[Change 
away from retail A1)

Percentage [%] of retail 
properties with an EPC 

rating of E or below

084 Chester  2,527,327  88,269  28.63 33 30.3%

050 Gateshead  3,302,195  119,491  27.64 21 26.4%

075 Preston  2,556,081  92,896  27.52 63 29.9%

042 Blackpool  3,802,575  144,132  26.38 18 32.5%

099 Carlisle  2,029,551  77,332  26.24 30 37.6%

055 Salford  2,828,894  111,973  25.26 57 23.1%

053 Exeter  2,912,899  115,494  25.22 43 28.6%

097 Guildford  1,914,774  78,152  24.50 15 23.3%

046 Cambridge  2,940,412  123,900  23.73 38 31.6%

076 Southport  2,194,477  92,676  23.68 36 34.3%

024 Norwich  4,451,243  190,576  23.36 52 31.7%

069 Lincoln  2,288,520  101,445  22.56 25 26.7%

085 Grimsby  1,920,673  86,903  22.10 20 29.6%

091 Oldham  1,780,188  81,248  21.91 30 30.3%

072 Stockport  2,089,331  95,640  21.85 43 34.1%

051 Cheltenham  2,400,380  117,057  20.51 37 33.5%

100 Mansfield  1,555,152  76,376  20.36 13 30.5%

033 Peterborough  3,252,987  163,166  19.94 49 27.3%

027 Southend-on-Sea  3,518,443  179,567  19.59 53 27.6%

034 Oxford  3,168,557  161,890  19.57 35 25.4%

This chart above pivots the data slightly 
differently, instead looking at the those select 
towns and cities that are currently most exposed 
in terms of excess retail space per person. 

Chester with more than 28 sq ft per person 
based on its population at the last Census, 
followed by Gateshead and Preston with 27 sq 
ft per person are most at risk. All three towns 
are oversupplied in terms of how many shops 
per person they have and have high levels of 
potential obsolescence due to over 25% of their 
stock being under E in terms of EPC ratings. 

30.3%
Chester

Retail properties with
an EPC rating of E or below
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The chart above shows the same data but pivoted 
to show which towns and cities are least at risk. 
Birmingham sits at the top of the pile, with only 1.04 
sq ft per person, followed by Poole with 1.16 sq ft 
per person and Worthing with 1.38 sq ft per person.

TOP 20 UK CITIES AND TOWNS BY LOWEST “RETAIL SPACE PER PERSON” INCLUDING NUMBER OF 
CHANGE OF USE APPLICATIONS AND PERCENTAGE OF PREMISES WITH EPC RATING WITH E OR BELOW

Population 
rank (/100)

City / Town Sum of total retail 
space (SQ FT)

Resident population 
[ONS census 2011]

Retail space per person (Sum 
of total retail space (SQ FT) 

/ Resident population [ONS 
census 2011])

Number of change 
of use applications 

(2014-2020)[Change 
away from retail A1)

Percentage [%] of retail 
properties with an EPC 

rating of E or below

003 Birmingham  1,118,808  1,073,045 1.04 291 24.2%

035 Poole  187,575  161,629 1.16 26 20.3%

057 Worthing  154,374  111,604 1.38 43 29.4%

087 Redditch  118,856  85,101 1.40 19 26.9%

009 Bradford  483,594  343,419 1.41 136 28.7%

052 Sutton Coldfield  198,427  116,982 1.70 20 25.9%

023 Bolton  348,131  190,763 1.82 57 33.9%

008 Bristol  852,691  428,100 1.99 139 33.3%

054 Solihull  241,020  112,285 2.15 22 25.7%

063 Eastbourne  239,583  108,819 2.20 20 24.1%

049 Blackburn  280,627  119,522 2.35 25 28.0%

026 Bournemouth  449,980  179,975 2.50 54 29.2%

002 Manchester  7,346,023  2,685,400 2.74 123 26.7%

090 St Albans  241,665  82,317 2.94 28 25.4%

071 Bath  341,406  97,237 3.51 75 37.1%

088 Burnley  361,450  84,170 4.29 27 27.8%

018 Brighton and Hove  1,080,892  235,521 4.59 70 32.8%

005 Sheffield  2,983,946  552,698 5.40 92 31.1%

004 Leeds  4,167,872  751,485 5.55 193 29.6%

012 Kingston upon Hull  1,669,525  282,114 5.92 78 36.0%

24.2%
Birmingham

Retail properties with
an EPC rating of E or below
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THE FUTURE?

Retrofitting redundant retail into fit-for-purpose 
spaces is going to be the biggest challenge 
for built environment stakeholders in the next 
decade. A continued increase in vacancy rates 
looks more than likely, occupier margins will 
continue to be stretched as online retail spend 
increasingly penetrates revenue, consolidation 
will continue, both natural and forced, and 
investment into multi-channel retailing and 
efficient logistics operations will continue. 

Concerns for landlords, town centre managers 
and those invested into the social fabric of 
places will be rightly concerned about what will 
replace them. In the past we have seen different 
operators take advantage of the oversupply of 
space. Bookmakers, coffee shops and restaurants 
have all been the beneficiaries of the release of 
space back to the market on recent years. With 
many of those already overstocked themselves, 
repurposing space looks set to increase at pace. 

The rapid changes in working patterns, combined 
with shifting consumer behaviours, and a potential 
for long term changes in discretionary spend 
has magnified the importance of successful 
town centre curation. If we anticipate that 
approximately 30% of all shops across the UK will 
be vacated in the coming decade – this time, 
with no oven-ready retail occupiers, the scars 
of vacancy will have even deeper social and 
economic ramifications. Those urban areas with 

high vacancy rates will likely mean lower footfall, a 
deterrent to new retailers and investors which are 
less likely to invest in new spaces like workspace, 
leisure and even new homes. That negative 
spiral and then ultimately impact employment 
opportunities and stymie economic regeneration. 
Creative solutions to these structural changes 
are crucial to the longevity of the UK’s places.

Out of disruption, comes opportunity. Independent 
retailers have performed remarkably well in the 
face of a return to localism. High streets have 
performed relatively well in comparison to 
shopping centre and out of town assets in terms 
of a bounce-back in footfall; benefiting from a 
higher number of people working from home, 
increasing footfall in the places they live. As shifting 
work patterns become more entrenched with 
every passing month it I more likely that these 
trends become permanent. While that might not 
be great news for office-based-CBD hubs, it should 
increase the fortunes of satellite town centres. 

Repurposing empty retail space can act as a 
catalyst for change, creating cultural capital and 
social value. Reimagining empty retail into other 
use types can have a positive impact on the wider 
built-environment ecosystem. Liberalisation of 
the planning system should prove to be a force 
for good. However, stakeholders should be 
cautious of over-zealous care fee development 
of urban hubs, and work to preserve a collective 
structural goal to preserve local economies, 
specific bespoke curation is paramount. 

Find out more at: egi.co.uk/radiusdx

or call us on 020 7911 1861
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