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1. Introduction 

1.1. The Central Lincolnshire Local Plan is being updated since the first Local Plan for Central 

Lincolnshire, an area covering the districts of City of Lincoln, North Kesteven and West 

Lindsey, was adopted in April 2017. 

 

1.2. This Evidence Report (which is one of a collection) provides background information and 

justification for Policy S35, which identifies the network and hierarchy of centres across 

Central Lincolnshire. 

 

2. Policy Context 

National Policy and Guidance 
2.1. Since the Central Lincolnshire Plan was adopted the National Planning Policy Framework 

(NPPF) was updated in July 2018 with subsequent additional changes being published in 

February 2019 and a further update in July 2021. 

 

2.2. Paragraph 7 of the NPPF explains that: 

“The purpose of the planning system is to contribute to the achievement of 

sustainable development.  At a very high level, the objective of sustainable 

development can be summarised as meeting the needs of the present without 

compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.  At a 

similarly high level, members of the United Nations – including the United Kingdom 

– have agreed to pursue the 17 Global Goals for Sustainable Development in the 

period to 2030. These address social progress, economic well-being and 

environmental protection.” 

 

2.3. Paragraph 8 goes on to state that: 

“Achieving sustainable development means that the planning system has three 
overarching objectives, which are interdependent and need to be pursued in 
mutually supportive ways (so that opportunities can be taken to secure net gains 
across each of the different objectives):  
 
… b) a social objective – to support strong, vibrant and healthy communities, by 
ensuring that a sufficient number and range of homes can be provided to meet the 
needs of present and future generations; and by fostering a well-designed, beautiful 
and safe places, with accessible services and open spaces that reflect current and 
future needs and support communities’ health, social and cultural well-being;…”  

 

2.4. And Paragraph 20 that: 

“Strategic policies should set out an overall strategy for the pattern, scale and 
quality of development, and make sufficient provision for:  
a) housing (including affordable housing), employment, retail, leisure and other 

commercial development;…and 

c) community facilities (such as health, education and cultural infrastructure);…” 
 
2.5. Section 7 relates to Ensuring the vitality of Town Centres, where Paragraph 86 states that: 

 

“… Planning policies should: 
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a) define a network and hierarchy of town centres and promote their long-term 

vitality and viability – by allowing them to grow and diversify in a way that can 

respond to rapid changes in the retail and leisure industries, allows a suitable 

mix of uses (including housing) and reflects their distinctive characters;…” 

 

2.6. Section 8 relates to Promoting healthy and safe communities. Paragraph 92 states that: 

“Planning policies and decisions should aim to achieve healthy, inclusive and safe 
places which:  
a) promote social interaction, including opportunities for meetings between people 

who might not otherwise come into contact with each other – for example 
through mixed-use developments, strong neighbourhood centres, street layouts 
that allow for easy pedestrian and cycle connections within and between 
neighbourhoods, and active street frontages;... and  

c) enable and support healthy lifestyles, especially where this would address 
identified local health and well-being needs – for example through the provision 
of safe and accessible green infrastructure, sports facilities, local shops, access 
to healthier food, allotments and layouts that encourage walking and cycling.  

 
2.7. Paragraph 93 goes on to state that: 

 

“To provide the social, recreational and cultural facilities and services the 

community needs, planning policies and decisions should: 

a) plan positively for the provision and use of shared spaces, community facilities 

(such as local shops, meeting places, sports venues, open space, cultural 

buildings, public houses and places of worship) and other local services to 

enhance the sustainability of communities and residential environments; 

b) take into account and support the delivery of local strategies to improve health, 

social and cultural well-being for all sections of the community; 

c)  guard against the unnecessary loss of valued facilities and services, particularly 

where this would reduce the community’s ability to meet its day-to-day needs; 

d)  ensure that established shops, facilities and services are able to develop and 

modernise, and are retained for the benefit of the community; and 

e)  ensure an integrated approach to considering the location of housing, economic 

uses and community facilities and services. 

 

2.8. Section 9 relates to the promotion of sustainable transport requiring significant 

development to be focussed on locations which are or can be made sustainable, through 

limiting the need to travel and offering a genuine choice of transport modes (Paragraph 

105). With Paragraph 106 stating that: 

“Planning policies should:  

a) support an appropriate mix of uses across an area, and within larger scale sites, 
to minimise the number and length of journeys needed for employment, 
shopping, leisure, education and other activities; …” 

 

Local Policy  
2.9. The adopted Local Plan includes Policy LP6 on Retail and Town Centres in Central 

Lincolnshire which established a retail hierarchy. It identified Lincoln City Centre as tier 1, 

four named Town Centres in tier 2 (Gainsborough, Sleaford, Market Rasen and Caistor), 

District and Local Centres in the Lincoln Urban Area, and ‘Rural Centres’ in settlements 

serving the local population. The Rural Centres were not specifically identified, but rather 

cross referenced to the settlement hierarchy as defined in Policy LP2, with development 
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appropriate in scale and nature to the size and function of the relevant centre encouraged, 

subject to the maintenance of the retail hierarchy as a whole. Policy LP34 identified 

District and Local Shopping Centres but for the Lincoln Urban Area only. 

3. Context and Evidence 
3.1. City, town and local centres are at the heart of communities, providing accessible shops 

and services, employment and leisure facilities. Vital and viable centres not only provide 

economic and social benefits, such as reducing social isolation and health inequalities, 

and improving community resilience, but areas of niche and independent retailing and 

distinctive historic retail premises also help to foster civic pride and promote local identity.  

However, our town centres and high streets are facing substantial challenges from the 

shrinking ‘front facing’ retail sector which has been exacerbated by the Covid-19 

pandemic. As such many centres need to reinvent themselves to compete and thrive. 

 

3.2. The most recent Central Lincolnshire City and Town Centres Study (2012) and update 

(2015) shows that, overall, Central Lincolnshire has a healthy market share of 

convenience goods expenditure, and whilst significant variations occur across the area 

depending upon location and goods type, there is a reasonably good market share of 

comparison goods expenditure. The study and update conclude that: 

 

• Lincoln is the principal centre and is a popular and well-performing retail and 

leisure destination, its historic core attracting considerable numbers of tourists 

and shoppers each year.  It has a large amount of retail floorspace and a strong 

representation from national retailers, reflecting its role as an important sub-

regional shopping centre. 

• Gainsborough provides an important role for the local area and its performance 

has improved since the opening of Marshall’s Yard in 2007.  There is, however, 

a distinct contrast between the new development and the older parts of the town 

centre in terms of vitality and viability. 

• Sleaford is a popular local retail destination; however, its comparison goods 

offer is relatively weak for a town of its size and catchment and is subject to 

significant leakage. 

• Market Rasen has a more localised role than Gainsborough, Lincoln and 

Sleaford and it suffers from leakage to other, larger centres. 

• Individual health checks of 23 additional centres across the area indicate that 

the vast majority are performing well, appear to be trading healthily and perform 

a key role serving the local population, including provision of leisure services. 

 

3.3. The roles of these centres remain largely the same in 2020, however, the challenges 

facing the retail sector, principally from online retailers, has grown substantially with many 

familiar retail names being lost in recent years. City and town centres must now focus on 

developing as a destination and meeting place to continue to attract footfall with an even 

greater reliance on food and drink establishments, leisure uses and visitor attractions.  

This is supported in the Economic Needs Assessment (2020) which highlighted that whilst 

jobs in the retail sector are anticipated to reduce overall in Central Lincolnshire, job growth 

in the accommodation and food services sector and the arts, entertainment, recreation 

and other services sector would increase substantially. 

 

3.4. In September 2020 the Government introduced changes to the Use Classes Order which 

brought together a range of “Commercial, Business and Service” uses under one Use 

Class (E). That new E Use Class is broadly compatible with the NPPF definition of Main 

Town Centre Uses, though not precisely. The aim of the new E Use Class is to allow units 
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in town centres to change to other uses that are suitable in town centres without the need 

for planning permission.  With the exception of isolated village shops, which are exempt 

from this ability to change use without first seeking planning permission, this means that 

town centres should no longer be viewed in just ‘retail terms’. That said, in order to 

implement wider policies in the NPPF (such as the sequential test for retail proposals), it 

remains necessary for the Local Plan (and associated Policies Map) to identify ‘Primary 

Shopping Areas’. 

 

3.5. The NPPF requires local plans to define a network and hierarchy of centres. Where 

development proposals are made for town centre uses outside of town centres and which 

are not in accordance with an up-to-date Local Plan, a sequential test should be applied 

with town centres coming first, then edge of centre sites, and only if suitable sites are not 

available (or are not expected to become available) in these locations should out of centre 

sites be considered. 

 

3.6. The NPPF also stipulates that proposals for town centre uses outside town centres should 

provide an impact assessment. The default threshold whereby such assessments apply is 

2,500m² of gross floorspace. The City and Town Centres Study advises against having a 

blanket threshold for all types of centres across Central Lincolnshire, as a store of 500 m² 

(e.g. a small, basket-based, supermarket) would be likely to have a greater impact on a 

lower tier centre than on, for example, Lincoln City Centre. 

 

3.7. Masterplans have been drawn up for Lincoln, Gainsborough and Sleaford in recent years 

to help ensure their future survival and to put them in the best position to thrive and these 

may be updated to attract investment and to further strengthen the role of and guide the 

future direction of the centres. Work is also currently underway on a heritage-led 

masterplan for Market Rasen, and work by the neighbourhood planning groups in many 

areas seek to support the role of the local town or village centre. 

 

4. Issues and Options Consultation  
4.1. The Issues and Options Consultation in 2019 included the following proposal for shopping 

and town centres: 

 

 
 

 

4.2. This was accompanied by five related questions 
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4.3. There was good support from responses to the consultation to all questions seeking 

opinions and a number of suggestions were received in relation to 16b and 16e. The full 

details of the summary of responses can be found in the consultation report, replicated at 

Appendix A to this report. 

 

5. Regulation 18 Consultation 
5.1. A Consultation Draft of the Local Plan was published for consultation between 30 June 

and 24 August 2021. During this eight week consultation comments were received on the 

plan, the policies within the plan, and supporting information and evidence.   

 

5.2. Several responses were received in support of the policy and a comment suggesting that 

Market Rasen and Caistor should be specifically referenced when detailing the need for 

impact assessments. 

 

6. Proposed Approach in Draft Local Plan 
6.1. Following consideration of the comments received to public consultation, national policy 

and guidance, and local policy and evidence, the proposed approach in the Draft Local 

Plan is to largely retain the existing network and hierarchy of centres. All existing centres 

have been surveyed and centres that no longer exist have been removed, new centres 

added, and boundaries amended to reflect changes that have occurred. In response to 

suggestions received, other local centres in Gainsborough and Sleaford have been added 

and village centres across Central Lincolnshire that meet the same criteria as existing 

centres have been specifically identified. 
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6.2. The Draft Local Plan has therefore identified the following hierarchy of centres with the 

geographical extent of the centres shown on the Policies Map: 

Lincoln City Centre Largest centre within Central Lincolnshire, having an 
extensive catchment and a sub-regional role, providing a 
wide range of town centre uses. 

Town Centres at 
Sleaford, Gainsborough, 
Caistor and Market 
Rasen 

Centres providing a range of facilities and services for a 
wider catchment area within the main towns and market 
towns. 

District Centres in 
Lincoln and North 
Hykeham 

Centres serving particular areas within the main 
settlements, typically including a range of services, 
restaurants, library and usually at least one supermarket. 

Named Local and Village 
Centres in Lincoln, North 
Hykeham, Sleaford and 
Gainsborough and 
villages across Central 
Lincolnshire 

Centres that serve their locality, typically including a 
convenience store or a small supermarket and a limited 
range of other local shops and services such as a 
pharmacy, sub-Post Office, newsagent, hot food 
takeaway. 

 

6.3. New centres are also expected to be delivered at the proposed Sustainable Urban 

Extensions (SUEs) which would serve the new communities being formed. Other policies 

in the Plan (S69, S70 and S71) set out the details of what will be delivered at each SUE. 

 

6.4. Whilst the City and Town Centres Study update (2015) identifies the quantitative need for 

additional retail floorspace in each of the four main centres over the Plan period, the 

subsequent challenges to the retail sector means that this additional floorspace is no 

longer needed. Instead, in an effort to ensure that our high streets are not diluted by 

sparsely occupied frontages, the boundaries of the town centres as shown on the Policies 

Map have been reduced to focus on the areas occupied by the town centre uses. 

 

6.5. A locally set, tiered approach to the application of the impact assessment to reflect the 

role and function of a centre within its sphere of influence is being carried over from the 

adopted Local Plan but with clarification added regarding how it would be applied to 

Market Rasen and Caistor. 

 

7. Reasonable Alternative Options 
7.1. The following alternative options have been considered for this policy (option 1 being the 

preferred option). 

 

7.2. Option 2: A policy that sets out a retail hierarchy with named centres in the upper tiers, 

identifying boundaries in the main towns only with a tiered locally set floorspace threshold 

for impact assessments. This option has been discounted because whilst it would provide 

the same degree of certainty for centres across the Lincoln urban area and the towns, it 

would have a less clear impact on other centres and could result in their dilution or loss. 

 

7.3. Option 3: A policy that sets out a retail hierarchy identifying town centres and primary 

shopping areas only, relying on other Local Plan policies, other local authority documents 

and national policy for development elsewhere and national default floorspace threshold 

for impact assessments. This option has been discounted because it would only provide 

the minimum required, only specifically identifying town centres and primary shopping 

areas and relying on the default floorspace threshold for impact assessments. It would be 
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least likely to be sensitive to the very different roles and functions of the various centres 

across Central Lincolnshire and is most likely to result in the development of out of town 

retail parks and scattered uses which could result in major negative impacts to various SA 

objectives. 

 

8. Conclusion 
8.1. This Evidence Report demonstrates the rationale for the proposed policy as contained in 

the Proposed Submission Draft Central Lincolnshire Local Plan. This helps bring together 

relevant evidence that has informed this policy and how we have responded to comments 

received during the plan making process, as well as how the latest evidence and national 

guidance has been taken into account. 
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Appendix A 
Extract from the Issues and Options Consultation 2019 for Proposal 16 
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