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Abstract
The Ecology of Food Deserts

During the second half of the twentieth century there has been a transformation in the
way groceries are bought in Britain. Global economic, social, and demographic trends
have helped the supermarket, a shopping institution unknown in 1950s Britain, to gain
over three quarters of the share of groceries bought in the UK in 2003. Accompanying
this has been a major decline in the number of small neighbourhood shops selling

groceries, and especially in those selling fresh fruit and vegetables.

Because many of the supermarkets have tended to locate in areas away from the
residential districts where the smaller shops have closed, a new term, ‘food deserts’,
entered the language in the 1990s. Lack of easy access to certain foods, the fruit and
vegetables that the remaining local shops tended not to stock in any great variety or
quantity, has combined with developments in technology, society, and the economy to
reduce the dietary quality of many people. The poor, elderly, disabled, and other
disadvantaged groups are especially affected, but the wealthy are not immune to this
either. This lack of access can be seen as a problem of social exclusion for those
affected, and there are wider costs imposed on society. A large part of those costs is
related to health problems caused by a poor diet. There are also implications for crime,
housing, neighbourhood sustainability, and transport. Those affected, and their

families, may suffer psychologically too.

This research has investigated a variety of geographical areas and people from different
socio-economic backgrounds to discover which groups food deserts may affect, and
whether some groups might have been overlooked by earlier research. The multiple
factors that may contribute to lack of access to a nutritious diet are examined in order to
build a picture of what may cause food deserts, how people cope with their effects now,
and what measures are possible, within the current economic climate of globalisation
and neo-liberal governance, to alleviate or eliminate such food deserts. A classification
of‘;'ood deserts 1s proposed, and how this classification may be of use as a policy tool to

alleviate food access problems.
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Chapter One
What are Food Deserts and why are they important?

1.1. Origin of the term ‘Food Desert’

The word ‘desert’ has increasingly been used by human geographers to refer to a region

lacking some facility that is considered important for people to have access to. The

noun ‘desert’ once referred mainly to barren, generally dry, areas of land. However as a
verb, ‘desert’ also meant to abandon someone or something, for example one’s wife, or

the army. So ‘desert’ has always had a human, as well as a physical geographical,

meaning.

Several urban geographers have used this meaning of the word ‘desert’. Baines (1973,
p.3) wrote “the large suburban estates that are a recent feature of the townscape are
epitomized by the regular rows of similarly styled houses that have earned for
themselves the title of suburban deserts. They often lack the shops, churches, public
houses and social centres that allow a community life to develop” (italics added). By
1973 Britain had lost about a fifth of the 500,000 shops it had in 1950. Davies (1988,
p.20) wrote “the mobile well-to-do shop out of town; the less well advantaged are left
with the declining facilities of the centre”. This urban use of the word ‘desert’ was
further extended when on 6/9/99 the BBC1 6 o’ clock news spoke of ‘Money Deserts’.
These referred to areas of east London where the major banks had closed many
branches, leaving local people without easy access to banking facilities. By the mid
1990s, when researchers began to use the term ‘food desert’ to describe the area or
situation whereby some people could not easily access nutritious food, Britain had less

than half of the shops it had in 1950. The decline in numbers of grocery shops had been

even steeper, as many had converted to other retail uses. Meanwhile the supermarkets

had made great advances both in numbers and in market share.

The term ‘food desert’ was reputedly first used by ‘a resident of a public sector housing

scheme in the west of Scotland in the early 1990s’ (Cummins, 2002a, p.436). Cummins

himself doubts the existence of many food deserts as reported by subsequent
researchers in the late 1990s, because cheap supermarkets like the discounters often
locate in or near poor areas. So Cummins casts doubt on the idea that the poor pay
more for their food, or suffer a worse choice than wealthy shoppers driving to out-of-
town superstores. However access problems to supermarkets can be considerable for

some people even when the supermarket is only a few hundred metres from their
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homes. Also, physical distance is not the only barrier to food access. The problems of
purchasing food for a healthy diet are the result of a complex interaction between

distance, mobility, food prices, cultural preferences, and lack of cooking skills.

In 1996 the Low Income Project Team used the term ‘food desert’ to describe “areas of
relative exclusion where people experience physical and economic barriers to accessing
healthy food”.! “The Observer’, 13/9/98, p.11, said “many poor housing estates were
left as food deserts by the closure of local food shops™ and that in the few food shops
left, prices were up to 60% higher than the supermarkets”. The Guardian 11 (17/3/99,
pp-2/3) said “on the poorer estates of Coventry, low cost, good quality, food is not
available to the poorest” and that these people “either have to shop at expensive local
stores or pay for transport and lug small children for miles out of town and back with
shopping”. These quotes suggest food deserts are closely linked with poverty, and that
they may be a major cause of ill health. But what sort of poverty, and where, is linked
to food deserts? Is it lack of money, of transport, of physical ability to access the shops,

or lack of something else, that causes problems in accessing good quality food? These

questions are discussed further in section 1.3. Section 2.4 looks at how other
researchers in the 1990s have defined food deserts, and indeed whether they considered
such a definition feasible, given the complex factors involved in this phenomenon.
However, this research first looks at the costs imposed on society by the lack of a good

quality diet for some.
1.2. The cost of a poor diet

For over 99% of our history, the biggest dietary problem faced by humanity was lack of
calories. We have good physiological mechanisms to cope with this problem, still faced
by many people in the Third World today. However, more efficient agriculture, better
transport systems, and a general rise in wealth have created the opposite problem; too
many calories in the diet. The cheap food available in the shops on the ‘poor housing
estates’ referred to by The Observer (13/9/98, p.11) is rich in calories, but often poor in
vitamins. Dieticians recommend that people should consume ‘five portions’ of fruit and
vegetables a day, in fresh, frozen, or tinned form. These foods are often available

locally on poor housing estates, but as processed foods, they may have high levels of

! Reported in the Health Education Journal (2000, p.138)
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sugar and salt, and contain lower levels of vitamins than fresh food.? People may also
not consume fruit and vegetables even when locally available.” A Mori poll in 2001
found that 6% of a sample of 11 — 16 year olds had eaten no fruit or vegetables in the
past 7 days.* Many dieticians recommend that ‘ready meals’ should be eaten with a side
serving of vegetables, but for the consumer this would defeat the purpose of having

something that 1s quick and almost labour-free to cook.

The primary health effect of a diet high in calories, sugar, and fat, is obesity. The same
physiological mechanism that causes us to conserve calories in times of famine causes
us to store them as fat in times of plenty. Levels of obesity have trebled in Britain
between 1980 and 2002, and by 2002 17% of men, 20% of women, and 10% of
children under four year§ old were obese. Obesity causes 30,000 premature deaths a
year in the UK. Diseases caused by obesity include diabetes, heart disease, and cancer,
which are long term and expensive illnesses. Coronary heart disease is one of Britain’s
commonest diseases, and costs the NHS £10 billion annually.® Salt, often found at
elevated levels in processed foods, may contribute to high blood pressure, also causing
heart disease; a high salt intake may also cause some cancers. Lack of fibre, which

comes from fruit and vegetables, may cause colon cancer. Diabetes may cause other

complications including blindness, kidney failure, and amputations. Although these

ailments have other causes, including smoking, pollution, and stress, the NHS estimates
that it spends £500 million annually on obesity-related illness. Adding other costs to the
economy from obesity-related diseases, such as lost productivity and care costs, means
the UK economy is losing £2.5 billion to obesity annually.” For comparison, in 2002

total NHS spending in the UK was £59 billion, similar to the 2001 government income
from VAT at £61 billion.

2 Vitamin supplements are added to foods such as bread and cereals, and pregnant
mothers are urged to take Folic Acid supplements to prevent spina bifida in their child,
and childhood leukemia, so actual vitamin deficiency diseases are fairly rare in the UK.
* Not all “processing’, i.e. tinning, freezing, etc. is bad. Modern techniques can preserve
many of the vitamins. Paradoxically processed tomatoes can be healthier than raw ones
because processing breaks down the cell walls and releases more lycopenes, chemicals
that protect against cancer.

* Reported in The Daily Express (7/11/01, p.22)

> These figures are from the following newspaper reports: The Daily Telegraph
(21/2/01, p.2), The Times (16/1/02, p.8), The Guardian (8/8/02, p.3)

® This figure was given by a dietician in Leeds, and is in line with other reports in
various media sources.

" The medical costs of obesity to the UK appear to be rising sharply. In 1995/6 total UK
medical costs from obesity were £1.7 billion (dietician, Scunthorpe), compared with the
2001 figure of £2.5 billion from The Times (16/1/02, p.8). The Daily Telegraph
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Lack of exercise contributes to obesity, and one cause of this is consumers driving, or
taking the bus, to distant supermarkets rather than walking to local grocery stores.® For
the elderly, lack of exercise contributes to bone disease, and can exacerbate arthritis.
Asthma levels have also risen in the UK. Asthma affects 3 million Britons and kills
2,000 a year; 1t costs the NHS £500 million annually. Air pollution and food additives
may cause asthma, as well as a diet poor in fresh fruit and vegetables. Some traffic
pollution will be due to increased car journeys to the supermarket, as well as food

travelling further, due to the supermarkets’ centralised distribution systems.

Other medical problems caused by a poor diet include high blood pressure, gastric
ulcers, kidney failure, and osteoporosis caused by a high salt intake. Poor diet can cause
hidden, low-level i1l health. In Bradford, West Yorkshire, a survey of 2,000 children
under 5 showed that 43% had anaemia, due to lack of iron in their diet, and this was
due to poverty rather than ethnic background.” Another report said that 40% of the
elderly and 15% of children are malnourished on arrival at hospital, which adds £300

million to NHS costs because recovery from illness or an operation is delayed.'® There
may also be mental health problems associated with a ‘junk food’ diet, one that is low
in fresh fruit and vegetables, lacking vitamins, but high in additives, fat and sugar.
Hyperactivity in children has been associated with a junk food diet, leading to more
juvenile delinquency, crime, and exclusions from school. The Daily Telegraph (3/2/03,
p.7) reported “chips, pies, and sweets are to be taken off the menu at three British
prisons during a study intended to reduce violence”. The size of these costs means that

even if only a small part of them is caused by poor diet, bad eating habits are still
costing the UK several billion pounds a year. The main obstacle here is political; it

would take much longer than the 5-year lifespan of an elected government to see any

payback on money spent on improving diet to reduce disease. This research examines if
there are ways to improve the nation’s diet whilst allowing for financial and

governmental constraints.

(21/2/01, p.2) also noted that treatment of diabetes, and all its complications, from all
causes, cost the NHS alone some £5.2 billion in 2001, 9% of the total NHS budget.
8 Lack of exercise has many causes, from the decline of PE at schools to the use of

emails in the office, discouraging walking between desks. This sort of ‘micro-exercise’
added up during a day to several miles of walking, as did trips to the shops on foot. The

small decline in calories used, without a corresponding decline in calories consumed,

adds up over a long period to a considerable weight gain.
? Yorkshire Post (11/4/00, p.9)

' Independent on Sunday (9/4/00, p.8)
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1.3. The research questions

This research looks at three main questions concerning food deserts. Firstly, how did
they develop? Section 1.1 noted that there has been a decline in UK shop numbers of
two thirds between 1950 and 2000, and an even steeper decline in grocery shops. What
caused this decline, and can lessons be learned from this for alleviating the effects of
food deserts? Secondly, who is affected by food deserts? Definitions of food deserts in
section 1.1 heavily implicated poverty, and access problems, but these can affect many
different people in different ways. Can we distinguish and classify different types of
food deserts? Do those affected live in discrete geographical areas, or do they form a
scattering of households within ‘food-fertile’ districts? If there are different types of
food desert, this will affect the third research question, what can be done to alleviate the
effects of food deserts? Section 1.2 showed the potentially large financial costs of food
deserts. There are also psychological costs, such as loss of independence amongst those
forced to rely on others to buy their daily food. There are numerous economic and
governmental constraints on what ‘can be done’ as opposed to ‘what it is desirable to
do’, these constraints being moderated by the phenomenon of globalisation which is
examined in Chapter Two. Interviews of governmental and NGO agencies show that
affordable and practicable solutions to food deserts often lie in areas beyond the food
retailing system. Recognition of cross-links between different policies in different areas
1s needed, and solutions are often better based on asking local people rather than

imposing solutions from the top down.

1.4. Ecological comparisons

The term “desert’, in physical geography, can refer to a number of different ecological
settings. The Penguin Dictionary of Geography'' says “the isohyet of 10 inches may be
taken as a rough guide to the limit of desert climes, though in the far north of Canada
and Siberia 10 inches is actually sufficient to promote forest growth. In some desert
areas there may be 20 inches of rainfall, but it falls in violent thundery showers and is
mostly lost by run-off”. This research examines whether similar variability exists in
urban and rural food deserts. For example, could some areas with few food shops
present less of a food access problem to the people living there than some areas with

many more food stores?

11 5% edition, 1974, pp.65/6
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Different desert organisms have different strategies for coping with lack of water, and
an unsuccessful strategy means extinction for that species. Cacti and camels hoard
water, some arctic plants make do with very little water use, some rodents adapt their
behaviour so as to be out cooler times of the day when water requirements are low;
these species find a special niche. This research investigates whether analogous
methods, or coping strategies, are used by businesses and households in environments
of low cash flow, and also whether food deserts can also be found in cash-rich
environments. The mobility and behaviour of an organism also determines its survival
in a desert, as does the severity or frequency of attacks by exogenous factors like
predators. Likewise the mobility of households and the geographical reach of
businesses, and their attitude, as well as exogenous competition, may determine
financial survival in a food desert. And like many endangered species, section 4.1.1.
shows we have no exact idea of how many grocers or greengrocers shops still exist in
Britain. For the third research question mentioned in section 1.3, an ecological parallel
can also be drawn. It is vital to understand all the interactions in an ecological system
before alterations to it are attempted, and likewise all the economic and other

interactions in a food desert need to be studied before attempts can be made to

ameliorate 1t.

In Chapter Seven a classification and mapping of food deserts is attempted. The
problems of mapping an entity such as a food desert, or even a physical desert, which
has no definite boundaries, only a rather artificial definition of the 10-inch isohyet, is
alluded to by Smith and Mark, 2003. Concerning the mapping of another physical
feature without a definite boundary, mountains, Smith says these are ‘fuzzy’ landforms
with no real break in slope between a mountain and the plain it borders. Smith’s aim
was to help GIS users map such landforms, onto a medium (electronic) that demands
definitive boundaries. The existence and boundary of ‘mountains’ or ‘deserts’ is an
ontological one, a question of being or existence. In Chapter Seven a methodology of

drawing boundaries for the fuzzy entity of food deserts is discussed.
1.5. The research approach

'Access', and the effects of poverty of various kinds on access, is a key determinant of
whether a food desert exists. This research disaggregates the concept of 'access’ into
three other factors; ‘ability’, ‘assets’, and 'attitude'. 'Ability' means the physical
capabilities of the consumer, how far can they walk and does this put them in reach of a

food store, and what sort of food is available there? Can they physically board a bus, or
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carry shopping home? At home, can they cope with opening food packaging and
cooking the contents? 'Assets' refers to the money or possessions of the consumer. Do
they have a car, or the means to pay for a taxi or bus fare? Do they have the means to
store bulk food from a supermarket, such as a freezer? 'Attitude’ refers to the cultural
and mental processes that affect food access. It includes lack of cooking skills,
preference for unhealthy foods, lack of time or inclination to prepare food, and cultural

or ethnic barriers to consumption of food available.

1.6. The research structure

For car drivers, the shopping journey may seem like a simple one-stage return journey;
out to the shop, and back again. Others however may face problems accessing good
quality food. These problems can be appreciated by breaking down the entire shopping
process, from leaving home to actually eating the food, into separate stages.

a) From the house to the front gate. Many persons are too disabled to manage this, and

must rely on others or on remote ordering of their groceries. The right groceries are not

always brought, and there is loss of independence.

b) From the front gate to the shops. This may be too far to walk, there may be no bus,
the bus may not be useable by some disabled, the bus fare may be too high for some to
afford. Fear of crime deters some from venturing out, and some women lack
confidence.

¢) Entering the shop. Not all shops are accessible to disabled, especially garage
forecourt shops and small shops with steps to the door. Inside the shop, narrow aisles,
goods bins in aisles, and other obstructions make getting to grocery shelves difficult for
some disabled with wheelchairs or walking frames.

d) Selecting the food from the shelves. Labelling may be hard to read for the partially
sighted or for those with poor English. Some ethnic minorities have strict dietary laws
and labels may not give sufficient information about the ingredients used. Even deaf
persons may have difficulty with some labels, if complex language is used, because
sign language is different in syntax from English.

e) Picking the food from the shelves. For some elderly and disabled, certain shop
shelves are too high or too low.

f) Taking the food from the shelves to the till. Supermarkets may only sell large
packages that are too big for lone pensioners to carry, or to use up before the sell-by
date. Smaller shops provide hand-baskets, not trolleys. These are hard to carry for those
with arthritic hands. Mentally disabled persons cannot always cope with the shopping

process alone.
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g) Transporting the shopping home. If there is no car, the shopping may be too heavy to
carry on foot, or on and off a bus.

h) Unpacking and storing the food at home. This may be difficult for some elderly or
disabled, and many poor retired persons have insufficient space for the large pack sizes
from supermarkets. Smaller sizes cost relatively more, so often the poorest and elderly
pay more for their groceries.

1) Removing the food from its packaging and cooking it. Arthritis sufferers may find
this difficult, and many persons lack the cooking skills to prepare and cook fresh
vegetables. Some cash-rich but time-poor households do not have the time to cook.

j) Eating the food. Children, for example, may be prepared healthy food by their
parents but have prejudices against eating it, preferring less healthy items such as crisps
or sweets.

The comments made by many of the respondents on the access problems faced by some

in the shopping process have been discussed under one of these ten stages. Access
problems and coping strategies occurring at each of these ten stages provides a basis for

a classification of different types of food desert, with different remedies for each.

1.7. Area of the research

Two areas were chosen for this research, Leeds, and North Lincolnshire, including the
town of Scunthorpe. This gave a variety of settlement sizes from the major regional city
of Leeds (population 727,000)' and the town of Scunthorpe (population with
Bottesford 70,000), down to very small villages. It also included some small market
towns such as Brigg and Kirton Lindsey. Both Leeds and Scunthorpe have a mix of
wealthy and poor suburbs, and several ethnic-minority communities. Scunthorpe and
the surrounding rural area constitutes a fairly self-contained market area .The nearest
comparable towns, Doncaster and Grimsby, lie 40 kilometres west and east respectively
of Scunthorpe. The River Humber to the north is a significant barrier to travel, and
public transport links south from Scunthorpe are poor. The next major town to the

south, Lincoln, is also 40 kilometres away. The Meadowhall regional shopping centre,
near Sheffield is accessible by bus, car, or train from Scunthorpe, but is over 70
kilometres distant and is used more for comparison goods than food shopping. A more
detailed discussion of the economic, social, and retail characteristics of these areas, is

found 1n section 4.7.1.

2 Figure for 1996, from The Statesman’s Yearbook (2000, p.1585)



19

1.8 Brief summary of Chapters2 - 8

Chapter Two reviews the circumstances that led to the phenomenon of food deserts, the
shift in UK grocery retailing from local shops to supermarkets. It then reviews the
literature and research done so far on food deserts and associated topics. Chapter Three
details the methodology of this research. The fieldwork had four components. The food
shops were mapped 1n the two research areas. Then three categories of respondents
were interviewed. Households, for their shopping habits, shops of different types, from
small convenience stores and specialist food stores to large supermarkets, and various
agencies relevant to access to shops. Chapter Four looks at the supply side of grocery
retailing. It details the results of the shop interviews and shops mapping, which was
done in 1999 and repeated in 2002 to see how retail facilities provision in the research
areas has changed. The causes of small shops closing are covered here, as are opinions

on the importance of small shops and supermarkets. This chapter then looks at ways In
which shops can help themselves to remain open, and at what outside help is now
available for maintaining retail provision. A possible classification of food deserts is
introduced here. Chapter Five examines the demand side of grocery retailing, as
revealed by interviews with shoppers and agencies. This chapter reveals a number of
groups who may not be thought of as suffering access problems to grocery shopping do

in fact have such problems. These include carers and women with children, one-car
households, some racial minorities, and wealthy professionals. There are also seasonal
food deserts, where grocery provision is varies at different times of the year. Chapter
Six is an analysis of the interview data from Chapters Four and Five, in the light of the
changing provision of retail grocery outlets shown by the shops mapping. The different
comments from the various respondents are brought together to create an overall
picture of the ecology of food deserts. Chapter Seven covers the initial conclusions
from this research. The advantages of classifying food deserts into different types are
considered, as this allows for different policy solutions to be considered for each type.
The likely effects of current initiatives in improving grocery access are considered, and
also what new initiatives may be necessary, allowing for any financial and governance
restraints imposed by globalisation. The developing grocery retail situation overseas is
also considered. Chapter Eight looks at the possible future for food deserts, and how a

classification of food deserts could be used in Britain and abroad.



20

Chapter Two

A review of supermarket development, the effects on local retail access, and previous
research on these effects

2.1. Introduction: why (retailing) history matters

Henry Ford, the US car maker, famously said ‘history is bunk’. Those running modern
global retail companies such as Wal Mart, keeping up with the latest fashions,
anticipating more growth, may be tempted to agree. However in understanding social
phenomena such as food deserts that are related to the growth of such companies, an
understanding of the relevant history is vital. The term ‘food desert’ may be only
around a decade old but its origins go back to retailing developments in early twentieth-
century USA. Not only retailing innovations, but a wide range of demographic,
economic, technical, social, and governmental developments over the past decades
have come together to produce ‘food deserts’ in Britain. Small shops have been in
decline since around 1950. As section 2.4 shows, this became of concemn to the public,
to policymakers, and to academic researchers, in the 1970s; first in rural areas, then in
cities too. By 2002, research had been carried out in a wide variety of venues in the UK
and in other countries (sections 2.4 and 7.6). To understand the background to this
earlier research, why the focus began with rural areas and shifted to cities, why there
were links with social exclusion, indeed why certain methodologies were used in the

. earlier research and in this research, one needs to examine the underlying factor that

brought ‘food deserts’ about. That is, the enormous success of the supermarket as a

retailing institution, both in Britain and worldwide.

This chapter therefore begins with a review of the circumstances, economic, social, and
other, leading up to the introduction of supermarkets to British shoppers. Section 2.3
then examines how supermarkets have expanded their market share, at the expense of
corner shops. Section 2.4 then reviews the existing research on this topic; the changing
focus of the research, who was researching this and why, and what methodology they
used. Chapter Three reviews the methodology of this research, and Chapters Four and
Five then use the results obtained by this methodology to work towards a possible
classification of food deserts. A comprehensive classification of the different types of
food desert found in Britain has not so far been attempted, and this research attempts to
produce such a classification, and show how this could then be used as a policy tool for

those seeking to alleviate the effects of food deserts.
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2.2. The origin of supermarket retailing in Britain

2.2.1. From fairs to the peak of the ‘corner shop’

The word ‘shop’ derives from the German ‘schuppe’; a shed where goods were made.
This meaning is preserved in the terms ‘shop floor’ and ‘workshop’, the production
areas of a factory. The ‘schuppe’ was where goods were produced for sale in travelling
fairs. By around 1700 ‘schuppes’ began selling goods directly from these premises
(Pain, 1967, pp.6/7). This formed a peripheral area of retailing to the fair in the market
place but shops were later set up in the market place itself. From the late 1700s the
Industrial Revolution made many farm workers redundant. They migrated to the cities
to find work in the new factories. From having been self-sufficient in food, and perhaps
other commodities too, they were now living in cramped terraced housing and for the
first time the needs of many workers were completely divorced from what they were

making for a living. Shopping habits changed, from a weekly visit to the fair; to a daily

trip to the local ‘corner shop’ for their food and other needs (Davis, 1966, p.299).

Apart from grand civic buildings, and new roads driven through inner city slums, there
was little urban planning in eighteenth and nineteenth century Britain. Worker’s
terraced housing was built cheaply, with few facilities because these took up space
where more houses could be built. The same laissez-faire attitude extended to property
use; houses were converted to shops on the whim of the owner, no planning permission
was needed (Davis, 1966, p.300). Premises where many people passed by, on main
streets or on suburban street corners, were most likely to change from residential to
retail use. As Ashby, Scunthorpe, grew from a village to a suburb between 1900 and
1960, what were terraced houses shown in a photo dated 1955 have now become shops
on Ashby High Street (LS,65,09)."” House to shop conversions have become very rare
since the 1970s, due to the dominance of the supermarkets and rising house prices. The

conversion is now almost always the other way, from shop to house.

'’ Photograph in the Scunthorpe Telegraph (20/8/1999, p.8)
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2.2.2. Globalisation, and the start of self-service shopping

1950 was about the peak of the small ‘corner shop’ in Britain. After this date, small
single-premises declined, for reasons covered in Chapter Four. But the nemesis of
many corner shops had begun in 1916 when the world’s first self-service store, the
Piggly Wiggly store, opened in Memphis, Tennessee (Falk, 1997, p.65). In 1922 a
second out-of-town mall opened at Kansas City, the Country Club Plaza (ibid, p.98);
the third such mall was at the Highland Shopping Park, near Dallas, Texas. The Dallas
centre was the first centre based on a pedestrian mall rather than large stores arranged

around a car park. This was the start of the standardised shopping experience provided

by many supermarkets today.

Economic production in the US was also becoming standardised, in contrast to the

batch production from individual craft workshops prevailing in Britain. In the mid-

nineteenth century the US Army had instituted ‘armoury practice’ in its small arms

factories (Pursell, 1994, p.98). This meant a rifle, or its components, produced in any
US factory, was interchangeable with the same item from any other US factory. This
production method spread from military to civilian factories and was the origin of

Taylorist and Fordist work methods. Companies in the US exploited large economies of
scale and could set up a virtuous circle of larger production leading to more economies
of scale leading to cheaper prices. Larger companies also acquired buying power. Once

a company starts buying a significant proportion of the output of a producer further up

the chain, the customer company begins to acquire monopsony power and can force the
producer to sell at a lower price. A large retailer could also build a strong brand
presence, both physically on the landscape (as with Macdonald’s Golden Arches), and
more importantly in customers’ minds as they repeatedly saw the same shop fascia in

every town.

An important iﬁ;iovation in US shops was self-service. Customers liked self-service
retailing because they felt less sales pressure in a cleaner and brighter shopping
environment. However the store operator gained a major economic advantage because
fewer staff were required for a given sales volume. The personal element was stripped
out of selling, and the shop became an assembly line for purchasing, with the customer
doing the work of bringing standardised goods to the till. Car ownership rose in the US
in the opening years of the twentieth century. This made possible the opening of the
world’s first out-of-town shopping mall, also in 1916, at Lake Forest, near Chicago

(Marshall, 1995, pp.65,178). By 1950 mass US car ownership had facilitated a flight to
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the suburbs by the wealthy, and US city centres were not only less accessible to the
better off, they were also undesirable places to go anyway because only the poor were
left near these centres and fear of crime together with run down shops was unattractive

to the new mass-consumer rich.

Edward Bernays, nephew of the famous psychologist Sigmund Freud, also helped, in
the 1920s, promote today’s consumer society.'* Adapting his uncle’s thoughts on the
nature of human psychology for commercial (and political) ends, he believed that
human nature, human emotions, were essentially animalistic. He realized these
emotions could be used to sell consumer goods, to satisfy such emotional needs. His
first success was to market cigarettes to women in the 1920s, who then did not
customarily smoke. Women of the 1920s did desire the vote, and Bernays suggested
marketing cigarettes to women as ‘torches of freedom’, symbols of equality with men.
Bernaysian techniques are applied to many goods today; for example, cars as symbols
of freedom, or ice cream as a sexual food. This facilitated the expansion of demand for
goods, by converting luxury, goods, ‘wants’, into must-have ‘needs’, without which the
consumer would feel personally unfulfilled. As disposable income has risen for many
through the twentieth century, Bernaysian marketing has channelled this income into

many ‘luxury’ retail outlets, from suntan parlours to hairdressers, from home makeover

DIY outlets to travel agents and beauty shops. This change of function of the retail

parade, as many staple food stores have closed, is discussed in section 2.2.4.

2.2.3. The arrival of USA retailing innovations in Britain.

The lower rate of car ownership in Britain, and the worse state of the UK economy
through till the 1950s, due to two World Wars, delayed the arrival of retail innovations

such as self-service and out-of-town malls in Britain. In 1960 the US had

over 300 cars per 1,000 people, compared to 110 in the UK (Birkin, et al 2002, p.9).
War damage to the UK economy meant rationing persisted until the 1950s, and a lack
of disposable income meant the absence of economies of scale that would have
attracted major retail investment. The UK also had ‘Resale Price Maintenance’ (RPM),
protecting small shops by forbidding large retailers from selling goods below a certain
price. Therefore UK shopping stayed closer to town centres than did contemporary
USA retailing. UK out-of-town retailing has made great advances since 1970, but the

abandonment of US cities by conventional retailing and services has not occurred to
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such a great extent in the UK. Many of the larger UK shopping centres have
successfully reinvented themselves as specialist retail and tourist centres (Cannings,
2001, p.304, Williams, 1992, p.285). Leeds city centre is vibrant despite the White
Rose Centre 5 kilometres away. British town planners supported city centre shopping,
such as Arndale Centres, rather than out-of-town retailing, to maintain access for those

without cars (Wrigley, 1988, p.11).

These factors explain why Britain only acquired its first self-service store in around
1950." The first UK store to offer self-service was either Sainsbury in St Albans or
Tesco in Croydon; each corporate website claims its store was first. By 1960 self-
service operated in 7,100 UK stores, and in 15,690 by 1964 (N Wrigley, 1988,
p-15).Self service arrived in the less wealthy areas last of all; the last Sainsbury store to
ofter counter service was their Peckham branch, south London, which closed in 1982.
The first UK out-of-town mall opened at Wilmslow, Cheshire, in the early 1960s, built
to attract “mobile two-car households™ and “Manchester business people” (Stacey,
1965, pp.192/3). The second mall in the UK was Brent Cross, opened in 1976. Retail
analysts in the late 1970s did not think that further UK out-of-town shopping centres
would be built, saying “the out-of-town shopping centre has failed completely even to
secure a foothold in the United Kingdom” (Wrigley, 1988, p.358). Meanwhile Sir Jack
Cohen, founder of Tesco in 1919, was lobbying the UK Parliament for the repeal of
RPM, which was in fact eliminated on most goods in 1964. By 1979 the UK economy
was beginning to fulfil some of the key conditions that had facilitated the retailing
changes in the USA sixty years earlier; rising car ownership, less restrictive retail
pricing laws, and greater consumer spending power. The period after 1979 was to be

crucial for supermarket penetration into Britain.

2.2.4. Globalisation, Thatcherism, and the increase in inequality in the UK

The UK recession of the later 1970s had several causes; one was the decline of British
manufacturing. Especially hard hit were the old ‘heavy’ industries of coal, steel,
shipbuilding, metal processing, and chemicals. Industrial sites of tens or even hundreds

of hectares a few miles out from the centres of Britain’s old industrial cities were

'* Information about Bernays is from The Guardian’s website;
www.guardian.co.uk/columnists/column/0,5673,676703,00.html.

"> An article in ‘History Today’, 11/02, pp.34/5, claims that the Co-operative
introduced self service in a London store as early as 1942 and that by 1947 there were

ten self service grocery stores in Britain. But these dates are not confirmed in other
literature. |
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abandoned. The Conservatives, under Mrs. Thatcher declared these tracts of dereliction
to be Enterprise Zones (EZs) where economic growth was prioritised. There were few
planning restrictions on land use. There were tax breaks and other financial incentives
for companies setting up on the EZs such as ten-year rates and rent ‘holidays’ (Guy,
1994, p.300). Initially retailing activities on EZs of the early 1980s were mostly
carpets, furnishing, and DIY stores; uses requiring large showrooms that would have
been costly in town centres. But towards the end of the 1980s large supermarkets and
High Street ‘anchor stores’ such as Marks and Spencer, John Lewis, Laura Ashley, and
Habitat, moved to these out-of-town centres (The World in 1987, p.115). These major
changes in retailing were portrayed by Nicholas Ridley, Conservative Secretary of
State for the Environment in the 1980s, as simply bowing to the irresistible tide of
international economic competition. Mr. Ridley said, concerning the growth of out-of-
town retailing, “It is a bigger force than 1. It is a mistake to say that I can stop it or that
it can be stopped. I don’t think it can be stopped with the powers the government has”,
(Davies, 1988, p.8). Not that Mr. Ridley would have wanted to stop it anyway. Thus the
political development of Britain during the 1980s and 1990s favoured the growth of the

supermarket; a form of retailing practically unknown to Britons a generation earlier.

As global communications improved, companies sought out areas of low wages and
taxes. Governments had to reduce corporate taxes. This corporate hyper-mobility
included what Sklair (2002, p.40) calls the ‘trans-national global elite’; well paid key
workers including company directors, research staff, top media and advertising
personnel, who could domicile anywhere. This created a tax shortfall for the UK
government, faced with both a shrinking corporate tax base and rising government
spending on items like Unemployment Benefit. UK unemployment rose from 0.5
million in 1973 to a peak of 3.1 million in 1986. The number of pensioners was also
rising, creating an increase in the ‘dependency ratio’, the numbers of pensioners per

worker, as UK demography changed with better health care, longer life expectancy, and
a falling birth rate.

This tax shortfall was solved by the Conservatives in several ways that directly affect
the food desert situation in the UK today. Healthcare and pensions were effectively
‘privatised’, as the tax regime shifted to encourage people to take out private provision,
whilst the relative value of the State Pension declined by being fixed to prices, not
wages. Pensioners on the State Pension were denied any rise in the national living

standard. The basic State Pension in Britain was £27 a week in 1975, 21% of national
earnings, but by 2000 the State Pension of £67.50 a week was just 16% of national
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earnings (Daily Telegraph, 30/9/00, p.3). Had the former link with earnings been
maintained, the 2000 State Pension would have been £97.20 a week. Some pensioners
living standards fell behind the rest of society, and these were the already poorer
workers whose employer did not provide a pension scheme and were not paid enough
to start a private pension themselves. Pensioner poverty was worsened by the
reluctance of many pensioners to claim State Benefits. There was a culture of shame
associated with claiming from the State, and long, complex forms associated with

means-tested Benefits put off many pensioners.

UK tax policy since 1979 has shifted from direct (income) taxes to indirect (purchase)
taxes such as VAT. This widened inequality because the poor spend a greater
proportion of their income; the rich save a greater fraction of theirs. The Gini
Coeflicient for the UK, a measure of inequality, rose from 0.25 in 1979 to 0.34 in 1990,
and stayed at that level till the New Labour election victory of 1997. Between 1997 and
2000, under New Labour, the Gini Coefficient actually rose further, to 0.35, though it
marginally reduced again in 2001/2. Poor neighbourhoods lost spending power because

of these tax rises, and many local shops closed. UK taxes rose especially steeply on

cigarettes and alcohol. This hit small convenience stores who rely on these goods
where their profit margins are higher (section 4.2.3), as sales were lost to cross-Channel
smugglers. Local pubs lost out also, as imported beer was drunk at people’s homes. The
closure of pubs was further erosion of the institutions that knit together a community,
something local shops are an important part of (section 4.6.1). Another policy of the
Thatcher Government was the ‘Right to Buy’ council houses by their tenants. This was
to generate money for local authorities, so saving money for central government. It was
also meant to increase the Tory vote by creating more home owners. The nicest houses
went first, generally those in small estates in villages. Rising car ownership raised the
mobility of UK society, and many villages became dormitory settlements for car-
owning executives whose work and shopping life was still geared to the nearest town.
Rural local stores lost trade and closed. This decline in rural facilities is discussed
further in sections 4.1.4. and 4.7.1. Section 2.3.2. discusses how the research on

declining retail facilities was once focussed on these rural areas.

UK poverty was also exacerbated by a shift from State help to charity-based help, what
Wolsch calls the ‘Shadow State’. Charity may replace state help initially but as tax
rates for the rich fall, so do charitable tax breaks. Global competition and shareholder
pressure for higher returns may curb charity donations by companies. The Guardian

(4/12/00, p.11) noted that in the 1990s the medium sized charities, with a local-poverty
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focus, suffered the biggest drop in income, as they were squeezed by the marketing of
larger national charities, often medically-oriented. A rise in deontological ethics in the
governance of the UK meant the poor were increasingly seen as to blame for their own
situation, (Dean, 1999, p.1032), rather than expect State help. The State was to be
coercive, not supportive, a shift from Keynesian welfare to Schumpeterian workfare.
This militated against support of retail facilities that the poor had access to; a different
ethos from the planners’ support for Arndales in the 1970s. However increasing
inequality meant rising disposable income for some. Credit and money flows were
deregulated, making it easier and cheaper for investors to shift funds across continents,
a process helped by computers and electronic money flows. The already-rich, those
doing the most investing, saw investment opportunities grow and their wealth increased
(Hutton, 1995, p.72). Haberberg (2001, p.662) stated that overall UK disposable
income rose by 30% between 1960 and 1970 and by 72% between 1960 and 1980.

Leisure spending grew in the UK, on things like tanning, sun beds, gyms, and
hairdressers. The Yorkshire Post (9/10/01, Business section, p.10) reported “In 1999
the average UK household spending on entertainment exceeded household spending in
groceries for the first time in recorded history”. The UK was only the second country to
pass this milestone, the USA being (unsurprisingly) the first, in 1994. The same
Yorkshire Post article had a map showing the ratio between entertainment and grocery
spending per household showing a general correlation between wealth and higher
entertainment spending. Rural North Yorkshire, the villages north west of Hull, the
rural areas west of Sheffield, and the villages surrounding Grimsby, were areas where
entertainment spending exceeded grocery spending by 10% to 40%. Conversely,
entertainment spending fell short of grocery spending by between 10% and 30% in the
southeastern suburbs of Leeds, northern Scunthorpe, and the former pit villages
between Doncaster and Barnsley. Shops follow fashions and trends, hence the rise in
frozen food stores as frozen and pre-cooked meals have become popular, see section
4.3.1. If a good or service is ‘in fashion’ the retailer supplying it will be able to bid
more rent for a shop unit and will displace other uses. Financial services shops
mushroomed in the 1980s, as did computer shops in the 1990s, and mobile phone shops
around 2000. As the business climate of the 1980s and 1990s favoured entrepreneurs
opening small businesses, and as larger businesses hived out non-core functions,

demand for retail space by various business services such as solicitors, accountants,

designers, and others rose.
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These new retail uses occupy many units that were once grocery shops. However the
presence of empty shop units suggests there is still a surplus of available retail space
and these uses did not contribute to food deserts by displacing grocery stores. On the
contrary, a variety of uses on a shopping parade may help food shops to survive.
However the rise of the ‘pampering of the self> as pioneered by Bernaysian marketing
leads to an atomisation of society, the rise of individualism and individualistic
consumption (Bauman, 1998, p.30). Subjic (1992, p.25) wrote “the city is as much
about selfishness and fear as it is about community and civil life”. Conspicuous
consumption, fuelled by ‘relentless advertising’ (Bauman, 1998, p.40) aimed at the
rich, leaves the poor as ‘flawed consumers’ who, in a deontological world, fail through
their own fault to fully support and participate in modern life. As Mrs. Thatcher
famously put it “there is no such thing as society”. This has implications for crime and

the closure rate of local shops (section 4.3.3).

Another policy of the Conservative administration (1979-1997) relevant here was to
considerably curb the autonomy of local authorities. This was done both in financial
and operational areas. This continued a process of removal of functions from local to
national government, which began in 1945 under the Labour administration of Attlee,
with the transfer of hospitals, gas, and electricity to Westminster. Since World War
Two, local government has been seen as “agents of central government which should
act in accordance with the political will at the centre”, (Cullingworth, 1988, p.33). The
Thatcher government also placed spending limits on local authorities, forcing them to
sell off surplus land, as well as their council house stock under right-to-buy. Some of

this land was now open to use as out-of-town retail parks.

2.2.5. The silencing of local communities

Globalisation, the growth in size and power of the large corporations, has also tended to
silence local communities. Atkinson (1999, p.62) wrote "More powerful organisations
will set the context within which other organisations function. The power to do this
may derive from a combination of political or bureaucratic authority, or in the case of
globalisation, economic power". These powerful agencies than have what Bourdieu
(1991 p.141) called the "‘power of naming'. The word 'regeneration’ comes to be seen as
economic regeneration, not the alleviation of poverty. Bourdieu gives the example of
the 'regeneration’ of the Kings Cross area of London where the Thatcher government

steered funding away from areas of need towards areas of economic potential. This
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change of outlook may lead to a fear of the poor as an 'underclass’,'®

something apart
from the economy and therefore to be distrusted and avoided. This loss of voice led to
what Atkinson (ibid) called 'self-censorship of the poor’. Anticipating failure, the
rejection of their argument by well-trained advocates of the economic development
side, the community keeps silent. "The mere existence of community representatives is
not enough to guarantee the community has a say (Atkinson, 1999, p.67). "Any debate
between agencies as to whether to preserve facilities such as allotments for the
community or to use them for building land will be circumscribed by higher level

discourses such as economic efficiency” (Atkinson, 1999, p.62).

Allotments can be an important source of fresh vegetables for those unable to access
them from local shops. However allotments are not a financially effective use of land.
Allotments in Dartford, Kent, were let at £25 a year, well below the £2,000 a year the
council could have obtained from them in land values and council tax receipts. The
Scunthorpe Telegraph (9/9/02, p.5) reported that development land fetched “£250,000
to £300,000 an acre” whereas a 300 square yard allotment was charged at £15 annual
rent. £15 a year capitalised at 2002 interest rates (3.5%) would be a lump sum of £429,
300 square yards at £275,000 an acre was worth £17,000. Allotment land in Scunthorpe
~ in 2002 had a value forty times greater if it was developed as housing. In Dartford the
difference was a factor of eighty times. Using allotments as building land may avoid
the use of greenfield sites, but may result in higher health costs in the future. The role
of allotments as a community resource to alleviate food deserts is further considered in

section 5.9.

2.2.6. Demographic changes in Britain

Changes in Britain’s age, family, and ethnic structure are linked to the development of
food deserts. Work hours have tended to lengthen in Britain since 1980, although we
work shorter hours than a century ago. The UK has the 1998 Working Time Regulation
Act stating that employees should not normally have to work more than an average of
48 hours a week over any 17 week period. However this is exceeded by an estimated 4

million UK workers, 1 in 6 of the workforce (Leeds Metro, 14/8/02, p.2). Some 95% of

' The term 'underclass' was coined by Gunnar Myrdal in 1963 to describe those
excluded from work due to deindustrialisation. By the 1990s "underclass' had come to

mean criminality, the feckless who didn't want to work, single mothers, state benefit
scroungers, environmental protestors, etc. In other words, not those who lost work

through an economic process that wasn't their fault, but those who deliberately 'chose to
lose their jobs'.
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UK [full-time] workers work longer than the standard 37.5 hour week, and the UK has
the longest work hours, at 43.6, in the EU. In many households, both partners work,
probably to meet high housing costs, and this means less time for cooking and more
consumption of ready meals. The number of pensioners in the UK has risen sharply
over the twentieth century. In 1901 the UK had 1.6 million persons aged between 65
and 74, and 0.85 million aged over 85. In 2001 these figures had become 5 million aged
between 65 and 74, and 2.1 million aged over 85. By 2060, the UK is projected to have

7 million aged 65 to 74, and 2.9 million aged over 85. This increase in pensioner

numbers 1s shown below in Figure One. All these factors increase the number of people

living alone. The 2001 Social Trends showed that 1 in 10 men aged under 65 lived
alone, three times the proportion in 1970. Single pensioners are especially vulnerable to
1solation from services, especially if they can no longer drive a car. Mothers may be
‘disabled by children’ (section 5.3). Many wives have no car during the day because

their partner has taken it to work; and other family members are more likely to live

Figure One. UK Pensioner numbers of various ages, 1901, 2001, and projections to
2060 (mi1llions)
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too far away to help with household tasks like shopping as society becomes more
mobile. In 1971 in England and Wales, 3% of households consisted of a single man
under 65, and 2% were a single man over 65. A further 5% of households were a single
woman under 65 and 8% were a single woman over 65. Total single households in
1971 were 18%. By 2021 it is expected that 13% of household swill be a single man
under 65, 4% a single man over 65, 8% a single woman under 65, and 9% a single
woman over 65; total single households 34%. This increase in single-person

households 1s shown below in Figure Two.
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Figure Two. Percentage of UK households occupied by single persons, broken down by

age and sex, 1971 and 2021 projected
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Another demographic change is the growth of ethnic minority communities in Britain.
World War Two labour shortages caused major immigration of African and Asian
communities and London Transport in 1948 actively sought Jamaicans to fill posts.
This was the start of many of the ethnic-community districts in British cities today. The

role these have 1n the existence of Food Deserts is explored in section 5.10. The next
section here now looks at the growth of supermarket retailing in the UK against the

background of these socio-economic changes.

2.3 The growth of the supermarkets in Britain.

2.3.1. Current definitions of a supermarket

There 1s no clear distinction between various shop types (section 3.2.2) but shops of

under 200 square metres are generally classified as convenience stores and those of

over 400 square metres may be classed as small supermarkets. The following
definitions are taken from Guy (1996, p.1568), Jones (1988, p.146-8), Tanburn (1981,
p.15), and The Guardian (14/1/99, p.16). All figures refer to the sales area only, and
definitions given in square feet are converted into square meters at 10 square feet = |
square metre. Jones defines a convenience store as being between 50 and 300 square
metres. Tanburn recognised an intermediate category of ‘superettes’ of around 400
square meters. Tanburn, Guy, the Unit for Retail Planning Information, and the
Institute of Grocery Distribution, all defined a supermarket as having over 2,500 square
metres, and a hypermarket as being over 5,000 square metres. The Guardian (ibid)
talked of future ‘gigastores’ of over 10,000 square metres, or one hectare, which may

be built with their own housing estates. These would be a new sort of company town,
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based not on work but on consumption. Or such ‘consumption towns’ may be created
by default as a supermarket in a particular suburb becomes the only shop in town, the

smaller convenience stores nearby closing down.

Figure Three. Typical store sizes (square metres)
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2.3.2. Increase in numbers, size, and geographical coverage of supermarket outlets

Section 2.2.2. detailed the benefits to a company of growing larger; economies of scale,
greater buying power, and, for retailers, a dominant brand that would capture public
purchasing habits. This can be achieved by building more outlets, and ploughing back
the resultant economies of scale into still more outlets, and so on, setting up a virtuous
circle of growth. Because definitions of supermarkets vary, different sources from

different years do not always tally.

Table One approximate numbers of supermarkets in the UK at five-yearly intervals.

Table One. Supermarket numbers in the UK 1960-2000"’

1960 =0
1965 =1
1970 =16
1975 =70
1980 = 280
1985 =400
1990 = 775
1995 = 1,000

2000 = 1,200 (1,500 — 2,000 including the smaller format Metro and Local stores).



33

Figure Four illustrates the rapid increase in supermarket numbers in the UK during the

late 1980s, followed by slower growth in the 1990s.

Figure Four. Supermarket numbers in the UK 1960-2000"°
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The slower growth in total supermarkets in the 1970s compared to the 1980s reflects a
balance between opening of larger stores but closure in the 70s of many inner-urban
smaller supermarkets. By 1980 most of these smaller stores had already been closed,
whilst new out-of-town store openings continued. In the late 1990s out-of-town
openings slowed due to planning restrictions and because many suitable sites were
already developed. Langston et al (1997, p.100) wrote that by 1997 the major
supermarket chains had established a site in most major UK towns and that by early in
the 21* century every UK town of over 50,000 people will have four superstores.
Because of this saturation, there has been a return by the supermarket chains to smaller
urban sites such as the Locals and Metros (section 2.3.7). The growth of number of

outlets of individual supermarket operators is detailed below. Growth was both organic,

by individual store openings, and also by takeovers.

Asda, (www.asda.co.uk, accessed 26/3/03) grew from 65 stores in 1982 to over 100 by

1995. In 1991 Asda bought 61 stores from Gateway, but there was some rationalisation

and closure of smaller stores. Asda’s229 stores were taken over by the US company

Wal-Mart for £6.72billion in 1999. By the end of 2002 the Asda name, retained in the
UK, was on 259 stores. By 2005 Wal-mart hopes to add a further 110 UK stores
(Yorkshire Post, 21/2/01, p.16).

' Sources of these figures: Burt, 1997, BBC1 Panorama, [0pm 23/11/98, Daily
Express (12/1/00, p.6)

'® Sources of these figures: Burt, 1997, BBC1 Panorama, 10pm 23/11/98, Daily
Express (12/1/00, p.6)
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Morrison, (www.morrisons.plc.uk, accessed 26/3/03) is still largely based in the north
of England with 120 stores {2003]. It began as an egg and butter merchant in Bradford
in 1899 run by William Morrison. It bid for Safeway in late 2002, which would if
successful make it slightly bigger than Asda, and almost as big as Sainsbury, in the UK.
Safeway, (www.safeway.co.uk, accessed 26/3/03) which alone of Britain’s ‘big four’
stores originated outside the UK, as a single shop in Idaho, USA, in 1915, opened its
first UK store in Bedford in 1962. By 2000 Safeway had 479 UK stores.

Sainsbury, (www.sainsbury.co.uk, accessed 26/3/03) which began as one shop in
London in 1869 (Tansey, 1996, p.126), had 48 shops by 1900 in London and the South
East. By 1994, the year Sainsbury opened its first French store (Calais), it had 384
supermarkets, including 10 large Savacentres, of area 9-10,000 square metres. The first
Savacentre, 7,000 square metres, opened in 1985, and by 1996 the average size of a
Savacentre was 8,500 square metres (Burt, 1997, p.7). By 2002 Sainsbury had 479
stores in the UK. Sainsbury’s international growth included the takeover of the 87
Shaw supermarkets in the northeastern USA. However such expansion is vulnerable to

political events. In 2001 Sainsbury had to pull out of Egypt because it was seen as too

pro-Israeli, in the escalating days of the Intifada, as it faced Arab attacks and a boycott
of the store (Guardian 10/4/01, p.21).

Tesco (www.tesco.com, accessed 26/3/03) began as a market stall in east London in
1919. It had 400 UK stores by 1959 and 790 stores in 1972. During the 1970s and

1980s Tesco, like other supermarket operators, closed many smaller stores, mostly in
inner city areas. Tesco took over the Victor Value chain in 1986 and Hilliards in 1987,
gaining 40 new premises in total, but ended the 1980s with less total outlets than 1t had
in 1980, because of store closures. Between 1974 and 1983 the total number of Tesco
stores fell from 771 to 369 (West 1988, pp.39/40). Of the 518 Tesco stores of under
500 square metres in 1972, just 190 remained by 1980. At the opposite end of the size
scale, Tesco’s first ‘Extra’ format hypermarket, of around 10,000 square metres,
opened in Pitsea, Essex, in 1997. The average size of a Tesco store rose from 600
square metres in 1974 to 1,000 square meters in 1979 and 2,200 square metres in 1988
(West, 1988, p.335, Gardner, 1989, p.177). By the end of 2002, Tesco had 730 UK
stores. Tesco has entered eastern Europe, a growth area since the fall of Communism:
Poland, with a large population and potential economies of scale, is especially targeted.
It has also set up branches in south east Asia, Thailand and Taiwan. By 2001 Tesco had
stores in Eire, the Czech Republic, Slovakia, and South Korea. But like Sainsbury some

international ventures failed. Tesco took over the Catteau chain of 90 stores in 1992

(Bromley, 1993, p.66) but sold it when it found that “some brands do not easily transfer
across frontiers” (The Economist, 14/4/01, p.36).
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Spar, (www.spar.co.uk, accessed 26/3/02) a buying group for smaller grocery retailers,

has also globalised and members are found in Finland, South Korea, Japan, South
Africa, and Zimbabwe (Bromley and Thomas, 1993, p.22).
The “‘discounters’, Aldi, Lidl, and Netto, entered the UK in the early 1990s. Their role

in British grocery retailing is discussed further in section 2.3.7.

The average size of a supermarket was therefore increasing. In 1958 only 175 grocery
stores in the UK were larger than 200 square metres (Wrigley, 1988, p.16). There were
some early very large UK grocery stores, such as the GEM store in Nottingham,
opened in 1964 with 8,400 square metres (Davies, 1987, p.78), and the Tesco store in
Westbury, Wiltshire, opened in 1967 with 9,000 square meters (Tesco website), but
these were exceptional. In 1974 the average size of an outlet owned by one of the large
chains was still only 260 square metres. This rose to 700 square metres in 1980 and
1,300 square meters in 1994. Between 1974 and 1983 the average size of a new store
being opened nearly doubled, from 1,100 square metres to 1,900 square metres. Over
this period the average size of a store being closed also rose from 150 square metres to
450 square metres. By 1983 the average size of a store being closed, probably because

it was too small for adequate economies of scale, was greater than the average size of a

store operating in 1974.!” The average size of a Tesco outlet rose from 60 square meters
in 1974 to 1,000 square meters in 1983, 1,800 square metres in 1983, and 2,200 square
meters in 1988 (West, 1988, p.35, Gardner 1989, p.177). The USA was ahead of the
UK in having very large stores of 10,000 square metres in 1963, but McClelland (1963,
p.34/5) considered this “inconceivable here in the UK”, “given problems of pilfering
and store management”. McClelland considered the maximum desirable size of a UK
grocery store to be 1,000 square metres. But then he did not foresee the advances in
Information Technology, and monitoring systems such as CCTV, enjoyed by the UK
supermarkets by 2003, as detailed in section 2.3.6. In Belgium and France the average
store size was also a third larger than in the UK in the 1980s (Knee, 1983, p.45).

The future seems likely to bring more takeovers, more concentration in the UK grocery
market. Verdict, the retail research group, said in 2000 that “in five years only Wal-
Mart/Asda and Tesco may be left as major UK grocers” (Daily Mail, 21/8//00, p.31).
This came a step closer when Wal Mart, Morrison, Sainsbury and Tesco made bids to
take over Safeway. Marks and Spencer also made a bid, as did Philip Green, owner of

British Home Stores, Top Shop, Wallis, Dorothy Perkins, and Burton. In autumn 2003
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it is not clear who will take over Safeway. Morrison has the best synergies, because its
stores are mostly in the north of England whereas Safeway’s are mainly in the south.
Some of the bids are probably ‘spoiling bids” designed to force up the price of Safeway
to the successful buyer, reducing their overall profits. The Office of Fair Trading might
prefer Philip Green’s bid, as he a mainly non-food retailer. Tesco’s bid, if made, may
be the least likely to be allowed as it already has a 23%-26% share of the UK grocery
market.”’ The bid did however reveal the existence of a shadowy and anonymous
government committee which meets in secret and advises the OFT on what to decide
(The Guardian, 6/2/03, p.27). Supposedly, the last meeting before a decision is at the
OFT, in which the bidding companies have a last chance to influence matters. In fact
this ‘other committee’ and the OFT meet afier this ‘last chance’ meeting, and the

bidders have no say at the true ‘last meeting’.

2.3.3. Increase in the market share of supermarkets

Supermarkets in Britain have, by 2003, achieved a grocery market share of nearly 70%,
a level attained by supermarkets in the USA by 1948. Actual grocery market shares for
the biggest supermarket operators are hard to quantify because stores are moving into
non-food sales, which is more profitable. The supermarkets may understate their
market share because ‘too high’ shares might create political pressure to curb further
expansion. If non-food sales are included in the market share figures, the supermarket’s
market share appears to drop because their penetration of markets in white goods,
electronic goods, and financial products is, so far, lower than in groceries. Figure Five
below gives the market share of the UK groceries market for selected years. Sources
are Haberberg (2001, p.669), The Guardian (28/8/01, p.28). In order of market share, at
the end of 2002, Tesco was biggest, then Sainsbury. Asda was 3", Safeway 4%,
Somerfield (including Kwik Save) 5%, Morrison 6™, Waitrose 7%, Aldi 8%, Iceland 9%
Aldi and Iceland had around 2% each of the UK grocery market, compared to the 25%
of the market leader, Tesco. The Competition Commission normally acts when a single
company reaches a market share of 25% (Birkin et al 2002, p.34). Tesco is just past this
figure in the UK, on groceries alone, though if one calculates the total market share of
Tesco, including non-food sales, Tesco had around 17% market share at the end of

2002. The latter figure is the one Tesco would prefer to be used by the Competition

Commuission.

*? Figures in this paragraph are from West (1988, pp.39/40) and the Low Income
Project Team (1996, p.6)

*® depending on criteria and method of calculation.

LEEDS UNIVERSITY LUBHARY
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Figure Five. Percentage shares of the UK grocery market, selected years
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2.3.4. Diversification of supermarkets’ product range

The UK supermarkets of the early 1970s had a rather cheap, down-market image;
Tesco’s slogan in the 1970s was ‘pile it high and sell it cheap’ (Falk, 1997, p.100).
However as the supermarkets abandoned small inner-city stores for larger edge-of-town
sites 1n the 1970s. 80s, and 90s, they began aiming at a more affluent market (Burt,
1997). One of the first diversifications by the supermarkets was into petrol (Berry,
1978, p.33) to attract car-borne customers, By 1991 Tesco had become the biggest
petrol retailer in the UK. The economies of scale of the supermarkets ensured their
petrol would be cheaper than many garages. Within groceries, supermarkets have
diversified into a wide range of ‘ethnic’ foods, appealing both to the growing ethnic-
minority population of the UK and to the popularity of such dishes amongst the white
population. Indian and Chinese foods were the first to appear in supermarkets, followed
more recently by Thai dishes, Italian, and to a lesser extent Spanish, foods. In 2002,
Marketing (7/2/02, p.24) stated that for the whole UK prepared foods market, Chinese
meals were the third largest sector, after Italian and Indian. This leaves a number of
smaller ‘ethnic food markets’ as yet largely untouched by the large supermarkets; for

example Greek, Afro-Caribbean, and Vietnamese. but small shopkeepers fear future

supermarket penetration here too.

In February 1997 Sainsbury began marketing bank accounts, savings plans, and
insurance; Tesco followed Sainsbury with its ‘Personal Finance’ package later in 1997.
In November 2000 Tesco linked with the Norwich Union to sell life insurance in its

stores (Sunday Telegraph, 29/10/00, p.3). Asda also began selling jewellery, to add to
its successful ‘George’ clothing range. By 2001, Tesco had nearly
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50% of its floor space devoted to non-food goods, such as newspapers, books, clothes,
white electrical goods, and electronic goods (Economist, 14/4/01, p.36). In May 2001
RPM was removed on pharmaceutical goods, and the supermarkets began selling a
large range of non-prescription items such as vitamin pills, dental care products and
some non-prescription drugs. For those wanting a quick headache or indigestion
remedy, without the hassle of going round an entire supermarket, the large stores often

have a small chemist shop in the foyer. This is one of the factors leading to a decline in

small local pharmacies, (section 4.1.1).

A large superstore, of 5,000-10,000 square metres, now stocks around 50,000 different
product lines, but the diversification of products has not yet ended. In 2000, Asda
began screening drive-in movies at some of its car parks (Daily Telegraph, 16/2/00,
p.2). Asda considered car sales in 1986 (Scunthorpe Telegraph, 24/6/86, p.3), and has
revived this idea in 2002, and Tesco also in 2002 plans to sell motorbikes. By 2002
some supermarkets had diversified into hosting services such as polling booths,
Citizen’s Advice Bureaux, MP’s surgeries, as well as having visiting chaplains, and
medical advisors. Asda York even became the latest venue for registering the birth of a
child (The Guardian, 13/11/02, p.8). This diversification will capture yet more market
share. “It’s just really convenient” said the child’s father, “there’s loads of parking and
everything about the store is child-friendly, including the chance to stock up quickly

with nappies if the need arises™!

2.3.5. Longer opening hours of supermarket

To obtain the most efficient use of their premises, and to gain more economies of scale,
the opening hours of supermarkets have steadily lengthened. This harms small ‘corner
shops’ of the ‘open all hours’ type which used to gain custom by being open from very
early in the morning till late at night. The 1950 Shops Act, repealed in 1994, made it
illegal for most shops to open on Sundays or after 8pm except to sell ‘perishable
goods’. ‘Perishable goods’ included newspapers and fresh fruit and vegetables; in
practice small shops selling non-perishable goods such as tobacco were seldom
bothered by enforcement of the Act. Asian-run shops, with several family members to
run the shop in shifts, could open very long hours, e.g. 6am. to midnight, but rarely

stayed open the full 24 hours because of the crime risk.

By the 1990s UK work conditions had changed considerably from 1950. Commuting

times had lengthened, as people lived further from their workplace and work hours
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were prolonged. This fuelled a demand for shopping in the late evening and on
Sundays. Sunday shopping was permitted for up to 6 hours, from November 1995,
loosening hours, which had been “tightly regulated from the 19" century’ (Haberberg,
2001, p.167). In 2000 Tesco began 24-hour opening in some stores. The costs of
overnight opening were fairly low as the store is manned at night anyway, for shelf-
filling and loading Internet orders. A 1998 DETR report stated (p.87) that longer
supermarket opening hours encouraged a shift to car usage because public transport
becomes less frequent and much less safe, especially for women, after 6pm and at

weekends. Longer opening hours also erode the trade of local shops at certain times of

the day only (section 4.2.3, Leeds Co-op trading).

2.3.6. Technological innovations, de-skilling

The superstore operators have made wide use of Information Technology to create
more profitability. Major falls in the cost of IT mean it GIS-based methods are
increasingly available to retailers to replace ‘common-sense’ or intuition-based location
methods. A more precise match can be made between the store location and the store
type, with the micro-geography and local socio-economic conditions. Even what is
stocked in the store can be closely matched to local demand. This individualisation of

stores can be done without loss of economies of scale for the whole group, because
rapid and efficient stocking is possible through computerisation and ‘just-in-time’
deliveries. However smaller single-store retailers may still not be able to afford the
financial investment in IT, or the staff time-investment needed to learn to operate these

sophisticated programmes (Bennison, 2000).

‘Just-in-time’, or ‘kanban’, methods of delivery are widely used in industry now,
Sophisticated inventory control, and better transport infrastructure (motorways,
container ships, ports) enables companies to maintain less warehouse stock; reducing
costs of idle capital, spoilage, and insurance. Instead they order in goods just hours
before they are needed. Supermarkets, due to their large buying power, can make their
suppliers wait up to 40 days for payment (Wrigley, 1988, p.20) but due to ‘kanban’
methods the goods they buy in are re-sold to a customer after only 18 days. Thus the
supermarkets enjoy an average 22 days free credit on their sales: at 5% interest rates
this gives them 0.3% of sales as free interest, or around £75 million a year for Tesco.
The Daily Telegraph, 19/9/99, p.31, showed the huge buying power supermarkets have
in the example of Wal-Mart which then bought 20% of the entire output of Pampers

nappies. ‘Kanban’ methods are facilitated by bar codes, which are needed for the close
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inventory control required here. Bar codes were introduced to the USA in 1949 and
came to Britain in 1978 (Davies, 1987, p.50). In 2002 Safeway began installing
electronically adjustable prices, so customers could be enticed in at quieter times (Daily
Mail, 13/12/02, p.43). The electronic labels can also display special offers such as
BOGOFs, nutritional information, and when sold-out products will be back. This
innovation will enable supermarkets to squeeze both more profit margins from their

trade and more market share from the total grocery market.

Store, or loyalty, cards were another supermarket innovation; but one that has had only
partial success. Tesco introduced the ‘Clubcard’ in 1995 and the other large
supermarkets followed. The customer effectively got 1%, or more if special offers, off
their shopping via accumulated points; the store got far more. A large database of the
customer’s buying habits, with (via credit card information) other data such as where
they lived, lifestyle, and more, was built up and either used by the store for targeted
advertising or sold to other merchandisers. However the cards failed to keep customers

to one store only, because all stores had similar schemes. 30% of shoppers regularly

used 2 major supermarkets and 20% used three or more; only 15% of shoppers stayed
loyal to one supermarket chain only (The Independent 12/10/01, p.15). Huge volumes
of data built up so efforts at meaningful targeting were swamped (Guardian II, 11/5/00,
p.14). The cards were costing the supermarkets 1p per customer per week, a cost to
Sainsbury and Tesco of £7 million a year, which could have been used on price cuts
(Guardian 7/8/99, p.19). Safeway and Asda abandoned their cards, promising lower
prices instead. The ‘loyalty card’ concept may actually be more applicable to groups of

small retailers, for example the ‘Leeds card’.

Changes in work practices have also cut the supermarkets’ costs. The key 1s staff
‘flexibility’, variable hours to suit the employer’s requirements rather than a body of
staff employed for a fixed number of hours per week regardless of whether they are
actually needed. Aldi had the ‘zero-hours’ contract where the employer did not
guarantee any work at all but kept staff waiting to see if they were needed or not
(Bromley and Thomas, 1993a, p.64). Most supermarkets do not go this far with
casualisation of the workforce, because very short hours may lead to higher staff
turnover. This raises recruitment costs and results in a lower perception of service by
the customer (Perrons, 2000, p.1725). The UK recently legislated to give part time staff
similar holiday and sick pay rights to full time staff but part time staff tend to be less

unionised, build up less pension rights, and are easier to hire and fire. Supermarkets

have also feminised their workforce. Women may accept lower wages than men
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because their job is seen as the ‘top-up’ income to their partner’s, and are more willing
to work part time to fit in with childcare needs. The supermarket’s out-of-town location
gives them access to a large pool of cheap female labour, who may accept lower wages
as they do not have to commute to the town centre (J Johnson, 1974, p.160), and
between 1957 and 1983 the proportion of supermarket staff who were both females and
part-time rose from 18.8% to 38.8% (Wrigley, 1988, p.8). These measures have
improved ‘sales per full-time-equivalent’ employee markedly. The ‘full-time-
equivalent’, or FTE, is the number of staff a supermarket would have, if all the hours
worked there were done by full-time employees. Wrigley, 1988, p.7, calculated that (at
constant 1982 prices) annual supermarket sales per FTE rose from £24,100 in 1957 to
£40,660 in 1971. The RMI (12/01, p.17) states that Tesco’s sales per employee
continued rising from £146,326 in 1997, through £151, 138 in 1999, to £161,161 in

2001. This helped Tesco‘s per-square-foot sales rise from £19.74 in 1997 to £22.01 in
2001 (ibid).

2.3.7. Market segmentation and the return to smaller formats

Tesco, and especially Sainsbury, had moved upmarket by the 1990s. This, and the shift
to larger out-of-town stores, created two gaps in the grocery market. Firstly, there was
an opening for a cheaper supermarket to serve the less affluent, as well as affluent but
money-conscious customers. Secondly, there was an opening for local city centre
supermarkets, and locations at suburban hubs such as busy railway stations, used by
commuters, office workers during lunch, tourists, and others who might want to buy
groceries quickly, without travelling to an out-of-town store. Morrison and Asda
remained at the cheaper end of the ‘big four’ but from 1990 faced competition from
Netto (Langston et al 1997, p.101). Netto began in Copenhagen in 1981 and entered the
UK in December 1990. Netto’s first UK supermarket was at Halton, Leeds. This was
followed by Aldi, whose first UK branch opened in Birmingham in April 1991, Lid|,
which began in 1973 in Germany, entered the UK in 1994%.

The Co-op initially followed the route of the ‘big four’, rationalizing by closing smaller
inner city stores and opening larger out-of-town ones (Birchall, preface, p.viii), but has
now repositioned itself as a neighbourhood local supermarket. Jackson, Nite and Day,

and Alldays adopted a similar strategy. Kwik Save was effectively taken over by

*! Information from various supermarket managers interviewed about supermarket opening
dates in October 2003.

22 Information from http://www.lidl.co.uk, accessed 24/10/2003
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Somerfield in 1998 (Marketing Week, 6/4/00, p.24), potentially giving Somerfield
greater market share and economies of scale. These chains initially represented a more
serious threat to local corner stores than the big four supermarkets. Although these
local supermarkets are not out-of-town, consumer access to groceries could still worsen
if they replaced the small shops because these neighbourhood local supermarkets need
to be about 1,000 metres apart to have a large enough catchment area to be viable,
unlike the corner stores which could co-exist 100 metres or less apart. For those who
are elderly or disabled and cannot carry shopping as far as 500 metres, access to
groceries may become harder. However as discussed later in this section, it appears, in
2003, to be the supermarkets and smaller shops who are squeezing the market share of
the discounters. Kwik Save has proved rather indigestible to Somerfield and some of

the discounters are under threat, especially from Asda/Wal Mart.

The big supermarkets began entering smaller formats in the 1990s, for two reasons.

Firstly, “In an ideal world [the large grocery retailers] would still like to open
superstores, but the sites aren’t available; it’s time to return to the High Street”
(Financial Mail on Sunday, 25/7/99, p.5). Guy (1994a, p.7) says, regarding small
towns in Wales such as Cardigan and Haverfordwest, “certainly it is only in the last
year or two that [Tesco and Safeway] have been interested in these areas”. Wal Mart
has discovered that, at least in the USA, a town with as few as 4,500 people can support
a large supermarket, “so long as most of the competition is eliminated™ (Monbiot,
2000, p.200). In other words, the supermarkets want to expand, gain more market
share, but the only direction available for expansion is back in the city or into smaller
towns. Under the PPG6 guidelines, it is almost impossible now [2003] to get planning
permission for a new out-of-town superstore; only those where planning permission
was previously gained but not yet used can still be built. Secondly, “late 1990s
advances in technology enable these smaller formats to enjoy some of the economies of
scale of supermarkets” (LLangston et al 1997, p.101). So modern IT has facilitated the

return to smaller formats.

These smaller outlets can be classed in three categories; stand-alone supermarket
branches, links to petrol retailers, and links to village shops. They are in places like
Covent Garden, London, to catch the office and tourist trade, and in small towns like
Headcorn, Kent. Here they are seen as a threat to smaller single-store grocers, much as
the Alldays and Co-ops could be. The ‘Locals’ will be open from 6am to midnight and
prices would match larger supermarket prices on *40 popular product lines’ whereas

traditional corner stores are *17-40% more expensive than a large Sainsbury’. Morton



43

Middleditch, Managing Director of the Spar group, commented “the Local in Headcorn
has closed down four or five small shops in the area” (Business Observer, 30/8/98, p.6).
Tesco also plans to build pre-fabricated shop units of 200-250 square metres that can be
put up in a week, and also can be dismantled quickly (Wrigley, 1998, p.20,
Independent, 12/1/02, p.4). So an unprofitable area can be quickly abandoned. The
chemist store, Boots, has also entered the city-centre grocery store market, cutting bask

on the usual toiletries range to stock more convenience foods (Convenience Store,
1/8/03, p.18).

Safeway has linked to BP, and Tesco to Esso, to supply groceries to garage-forecourt-
based shops. There is little extra cost to the garage since many open very long hours
anyway for petrol. ‘Convenience Store’ (18/7/03, pp.4-5) noted recent advances by the
larger retailers into petrol forecourt and other smaller formats. Tesco has opened its
first “Express’ store in Milton Keynes that was converted from the T&S group which
Tesco took over in 2002. Not only small shopkeepers but the Director General of the
Federation of Wholesale Distributors, Alan Toft, has called on the Competition
Commission to rein back the advance of Tesco. Meanwhile (‘Convenience Store’,

ibid), BP is expanding the number of its Connect forecourt stores in Scotland following

its takeover of 29 Texaco forecourts north of the border.

During 2000 a combination of economic prosperity in the OECD nations and
uncertainty in the Middle East due to the ongoing Palestinian Intifada caused otl prices
to soar, and in the UK unleaded petrol reached 80p a litre; the escalator’ tax, which
raised UK petrol duty above the inflation rate each year, also contributed. 75% of the
80p a litre UK petrol price was tax. Drivers protested but in fact the oil companies were
making very little profit per litre of fuel. Grocery sales were then the main profit source
for garages. However by 2002 unleaded was back down to around 73p a litre, and was
again profitable to the oil companies. Continued competition on grocery sales 1n 2002
by the supermarkets has meant many garages that stocked a limited range of groceries
in 2000 had by 2002 pulled out of this market. Garage retail space was given to car-
related items like motor spares and atlases. However some garages have become
sizeable grocery retailers, and increased the range of fruit and vegetables stocked since
2000; the target market is time-pressed motorists who don’t have the time to go round a

large supermarket (Guardian, 5/2/00, p.28). In other words, the market that corner

shops are aiming at.
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Sainsbury plans to link with village shops, who will sell Sainsbury own-brand goods
(Guardian, 11/8/98, p.2). This is controversial because it keeps village shops open, but
only as de-facto branches of Sainsbury. Somerfield plans to offer free delivery to
convenience stores in both urban and rural areas, (Yorkshire Post, 15/3/00, p.6). This is
to “breathe life into areas where shops were once a focal point of the community, areas
which are ‘fresh food deserts’ . In October 2002, Tesco took over the T & S company,
which operates around 862 retail outlets under the names of ‘One Stop’ and ‘Nite and
Day’. 450 of these T & S outlets will become Tesco Metro stores, 200 Dillons
newsagents and 130 Supercigs tobacco kiosks will be sold; the remaining outlets will
continue to trade under their existing name (The Guardian, 31/10/02, p.26). Tesco will
expand its share of the UK grocery market by a further 1%. This is controversial as
other convenience stores will now be faced with local shops with the full price-cutting
force of Tesco behind them. Customers within a few hundred metres of the new Tesco
Metros will gain “the levels of perishable goods and pricing that Tesco can bring”

(Guardian, ibid) but other shoppers, may see their local shops close.

Meanwhile the advance of the discounters into the lower end of the UK grocery market

has not gone smoothly. In the late 1990s and early 2000s, Aldi, Lidl, Netto, and also

Kwik Save, have not done as well as expected. As noted above, “Somerfield’s value
continues to plummet following the disastrous Kwik Save takeover” (Marketing Week,
6/4/00, p.24). Marketing Week, 6/6/02, p.18, commented on the fortunes of Kwik Save
four years on from the takeover, saying “Kwik Save has suffered an identity crisis since
1998 after being merged with Somerfield. It tried to widen its range by introducing
Somerfield-branded products. After this failed it reintroduced its own-label range and
has since invested £16m in a refurbishment programme”. Marketing Week (6/6/02,
p.18) therefore attributes Kwik Save’s poor performance to ‘playing with the formula’,
that is changing the product mix shoppers at Kwik Save were used to and alienating
them, but not attracting new shoppers to compensate either. Somerfield has reacted by
trying to sell off some of its larger stores, both Kwik Save and Somerfield fascias, “to
concentrate on convenience retailing” (Marketing Week, 6/4/00, p.24). However “the
sell off has stalled, with the bigger players cherry-picking the best sites” (marketing
week, ibid). Earlier, in 1998, Somerfield, like the bigger supermarket chains, began to

diversify into electrical goods such as TVs, stereos, and radios (Marketing Week,
3/12/98, p.6).

Kwik Save and Aldi have both lost market share (between 1998/99 and 2000/01), and

Netto has merely remained static on this crucial measure. Only Lidl has gained market
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share over this period, from 1.0% to 1.4% (Marketing Week 6/6/02, p.18). The old
reliance by the discounters on the “ ‘Pareto principle’ — that 80% of sales come from
20% of lines” (Marketing Week, 6/6/02, p.18)> appears to be failing despite having
worked well before. Why? Marketing Week, 6/6/02, p.18 and Guy, 2003, give four
reasons. Firstly, the discounter’s limited range, especially in foods like stir fries and
pizza “which have the most growth potential” (Marketing Week, 1bid), means shoppers
have to visit another store anyway to complete their shop. Secondly, the discounters
may appeal to the poorer customer but “increasingly people are not so short of cash”
(Marketing Week ibid). Marketing Weeks backs up this statement that the average UK
weekly wage has risen from £352 in 1996 to £445 in 2001, a rise in real terms of
11%*'. However this argument may be weakened if, as many media reports say, the
real rise in wages is concentrated amongst the higher UK deciles, and income rises for
the poor, also benefit rises for those not in work, have been much lower in real terms.
The third reason for the discounters’ difficulties is the price cuts of the large
supermarkets themselves, especially Asda since its takeover by Wal Mart. Marketing
Week, 28/11/99, p.11, reported that Lidl was facing growing pressure on prices since
Wal Mart took over Asda. Asda, Morrison, and even Tesco to an extent, are competing
heavily on prices in 2003. Fourthly, the entry by the big four supermarkets into smaller
local formats is putting pressure on the locational advantage of many of the discounters
for the quick shopper or the poor one who has no car; their High Street positions.
Marketing, 2/5/02, p.1, reported on how Asda has now entered the local store format
with Tesco, Sainsbury and Safeway, with a “convenience format ‘Metro’ type store,
1,700 square metres”, opening in Walthamstow, east London. Marketing Week (6/6/02,
p.18) further comments “Sainsbury’s appears to be beating the discounters at their own
game. [Its] new [local-format] stores will be about [4,000 square metres]. The
discounters traditionally run stores between [600 and 900 square metres]. So if

Sainsbury can combine choice with low costs it could be a lethal combination.

Some discounters and other stores may be able to fight back. Netto is owned by the
Dansk Group, itself part of Maersk Shipping, which means Netto can import foods
more cheaply into the UK., The Co-op, whilst having some one-third of its stores in
poor areas, has also repositioned itself more as a local convenience store, as noted
above. In 2002 the Co-op bought GTS supermarkets, a local chain in Yorkshire, giving

it a medium-sized store presence in areas like Meanwood, Leeds (see section 4.7.1).

2 Pareto efficiency generally means that resources (e.g. sales space) is allocated so that
no change in [sales space] can further increase revenue from that space.
** Inflation data from www.statistics.gov.uk/rpi
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Figures released in 2002 by the Institute of Grocery Distribution suggested that small
shops® were at least holding their own in terms of market share. This was credited to
the more personal service in small shops, and the provision by them of extra services
such as video rental, photocopying, and dry cleaning. Research reported in
‘Convenience Store (18/7/03, p.10) carried out for American Express found that most
UK consumers prefer ‘High Street’ shopping to the ‘shopping centre’ environment.
However free parking and the ‘British weather’ continued to lure shoppers to large out-
of-town centres. Guy (2003) noted however that “truly independent grocers, general
stores, and newsagents” continued a “steady decline”, although these stores still formed
around 60% of all convenience stores. 13% of such stores belonged to a ‘symbol group’
like Spar, but it was, Guy (2003) noted, the “convenience stores owned by retail
multiples, petrol companies, and the Co-operative movement” which were growing in
number. Guy (ibid) reported that not only did multiple-owned convenience stores have
access to the price-cutting power of their parent company, but their average annual
turnover, at £800,000, was higher than “affiliated’ or ‘symbol’ stores (£630,000) and
far higher than independents (£260,000). The independent convenience stores were
more concerned “about the growth of multiples in the convenience store sector” than
about the large supermarkets, since these supermarkets were not serving the same
market, the ‘convenience/top-up’ shopper, as the independents were. The Association
of Convenience Stores was unhappy at Tesco being allowed to take over the T&S chain
of convenience stores without a government investigation. Tesco saw room for
expansion here, saying “we are busier, have less time to spend preparing meals, more
customers want to shop conveniently and locally” (Guy, 2003). This could be good or
bad news for the independents, §uggesting they have a future market niche, but also

that Tesco wants some of this niche.

Very recent changes, up to 2003, in the locations of discount supermarkets and others

in Leeds related to these developments are described in section 4.7.1.

2.3.8. Supermarket prices

Developments within the UK supermarket sector in the past forty years - increasing

size of premises, geographical spread, more market share and greater product range,

*> The IGD was here referring to shops of “less than [300 square metres] selling

predominantly food and drink, and stocking at least core convenience items such as
bread and milk”
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longer hours, technological and management innovations, and extension into different
formats — are part of a strategy to gain economies of scale, and so to offer lower prices,
perpetuating the cycle of expansion. For example “Tesco in the 1970s commenced an
aggressive price-slashing campaign and pursued an uncompromising strategy of selling
own-brand goods. It squeezed margins but improved market share”, Independent on
Sunday (27/8/00, p.14) A Tesco advertisement in The Economist (12/12/99, p.91)
stated that their profit margin was ‘only 6p in the £’. A government enquiry asked if the
supermarkets were making excessive profits. It found they were not. However
supermarkets may cross subsidise prices both over time and between products. Some
supermarkets offer cut-price alcohol at Christmas, funded by sales of other goods and
from profits earned at other times of the year. The Guardian (2/10/00, p.21) stated that
supermarkets used the higher profit margins on their increasing sales of non-food goods

to keep grocery prices low. As a result, "grocery prices in the main supermarkets rose

by just 1.85% between 1996 and 2001, and food prices dropped in real terms by 9.4%
between 1989 and 1999".

The overall picture might be expected to be one of supermarkets offering lower prices
than single-store grocers; these lower prices achieved in part by squeezing of the
supermarket food suppliers. In practice this is only a broad caricature. Small grocery
store prices may be lower than supermarkets, but this does not necessarily mean these
small shops gain the trade. Different foodstuffs show different patterns of price change
over time, and between different types of retailer. And there is a complicated pattern of
competition and interaction between retailers; adjacent food retailers may either
compete or enhance each other’s trade, and the picture is further muddied by
conflicting claims of enhancement or competition amongst these retailers. There are
other elements than price to the competition/enhancement argument, such as the
provision of free supermarket parking fairly close to small shops, and the effect of
farmers markets. There are also wider effects, such as employment changes upon local
spending power, to consider. Other factors affecting small shops include the rural

economy, farmers markets, small shop prices, and parking at shops.

This chapter has, so far, reviewed the growth of the supermarket as a new retail
institution. The next section looks at research already done on the effects of this change

in retailing, on travel and access to shops, social exclusion, neighbourhood renewal,

and other effects.
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2.4. A review of research already completed on new retail developments, retail

changes, changes in food consumption, and their social and economic effects

2.4.1. General direction of this research, 1970-2003

Although local shops have been losing ground, in terms of both numbers and market
share, to the multiple chains and supermarkets since the 1950s (section 4.1.1), research
on how local shops were declining and what effects this might have on customers
became prominent only in the 1970s. The earliest research was on decline in rural
shops, although from the 1980s Guy has conducted long-term research on urban
shopping change in Cardiff. As out-of-town shopping centres grew in numbers and in
turnover during the 1980s, several studies were made on their effect on the retail trade
of the nearby town centre. The election of New Labour in Britain in 1997 created a
greater interest in urban poverty and exclusion, and this meant more research into
social exclusion in the big cities (Wrigley, 2002). One of New Labour’s first acts was
to set up a Social Exclusion Unit within the Cabinet Office (Wrigley, 2003). However
there has been concern amongst policymakers since the 1970s about the declining

socio-economic status of some housing estates on the periphery of some cities, and

research papers appeared on this topic in the 1980s too. Between 1998 and the present a

number of studies of retail exclusion and related topics such as health, diet, and

transport poverty have been carried out in cities including Cardiff, Coventry, Glasgow,
Leeds, London, and Newcastle.

There are several reasons why rural shop closures were researched before urban ones.
Firstly, a grocery shop closing in a 1950s or 60s urban setting might have had little
impact on food accessibility because there would be another one within a few hundred
metres, whereas even in a village with ten or so shops, the closure of one would be
more noticeable. Secondly the early UK supermarkets were often in inner-urban
settings, not so much on the urban fringe as today. Hence as small shops gave way to
supermarkets, urban access to groceries would have been preserved, initially at least.
Thirdly, the 1960s and 70s were a time of major motorway development in Britain; this
exposed villages to colonisation by urban commuters and holiday homes, so beginning
the process of erosion of village shop trade seen today (sections 4.1.3, 4.1.4). UK car
ownership began to take off from the 1950s (section 4.3.2), and car ownership has
tended to be higher in rural areas than inner-city areas, so again rural shops were more

at risk from this transport development. Fourthly, research tends to follow the concerns
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of the day, not least because funding for these concerns is easier to obtain. Loss of rural

facilities was a concern long before 1997 and the shift to urban concerns.

2.4.2. Examples of this research — decline in rural facilities

One of the earliest studies into the decline in rural shops and other village facilities was
carries out by the SRCC (Standing Conference of Rural Community Councils). Their
study spanned the period 1972-78, and covered seven counties in southwest England.
This study was reported in “English Village Services in the Eighties”, a 1990
publication that also detailed (pp.76-77) a large number of similar studies, in 27 of the
non-metropolitan counties of England alone, carried out in the 1980s. The University of
East Anglia published a national study (Moseley and Packman, 1983) of how village
services had declined in the 1970s; much of the research was done by local Women’s
Institutes. Another study in Northumberland (English Village Services in the Eighties,
p.16) called ‘Village Shops — Taking Stock’ was a collaborative project between the
county council and the local community council, as were similar studies in
Gloucestershire and Lincolnshire in 1981. These were mainly empirical studies of what
facilities, shops, and also schools, libraries, GPs, banks, and Post Offices, had been lost
over previous years. The problem of elderly people, women especially, (due to their
longer lifespan than men) being stranded in villages that no longer had the facilities
they needed for shopping, obtaining their pension, etc. was becoming more prominent.
This problem was exacerbated by declining rural bus services and the fact that elderly
women in the 1980s were quite likely to have no car, or even to have ever held a
driving licence; hence the prominent involvement of Women’s Institutes here. Phillips
and Williams (1984) also examined the decline in rural facilities in Britain, and how
this was caused by centralisation and the desire for economies of scale. Derounian
(1987) reported on a study conducted by the Northumberland Rural Development
Programme on how to ensure that village shops there were viable businesses; able to
stay open as sound businesses, and bring the social benefits that came with a strong
village shop. Phillips and Williams, and Derounian, went beyond empirical studies of
what facilities existed and were closing, to a wider business/economic perspective, to
what was causing the decline and how to address it. However a wider examination of

the effects on the demand side of loss of shops was to come later.
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2.4.3. Out of town centres, retail centres, and their effects on city centres

Howard (1986) wrote, “Proposals for very large scale shopping developments have
multiplied in the last few months...this year has seen an unprecedented surge of
proposals for large scale retail development”. The impact these schemes have on food
access 1s mediated, firstly by the actual effect the out-of-town centre has on town centre
shops; sometimes the impact was less than had been feared. Secondly, many town
centres were mainly selling comparison, non-food goods. Rent bid by shops such as
jewellers and clothes retailers would squeeze out many grocery shops. Town and
Country Planning (July/August 1985, pp.226-7) reported on studies of the effects of
new developments in two very different shopping centres; The Nags Head in Islington,
London, and Eldon Square in Newcastle (Roscoe, 1985, Wood, 1985). The concerns
were the loss of small"traditional’ shops, increased traffic levels to the new centres,
and the loss of housing to make way for new large shops and car parking. Bennison and
Davies (1980) also published a study of the central area of Newcastle on Tyne, looking
at the effect of developments such as Eldon Square on smaller town centre shops.
Thirty kilometres south and thirty years earlier the new town of Peterlee had been built
and Robinson (1975) studied the development of facilities such as shops, pubs, clubs,
and medical services here. The take-up of retail premises appeared to lag behind the
settlement of the town, causing early Peterlee settlers to suffer a shortage of retail
services. A different ‘town centre’ study was conducted by Cordy and Robson (1985).
This concerned the emergence of an alternative town centre for Asian shoppers in the
Belgrave district of Leicester. The number of Asian shops here had grown rapidly
between 1969 and 1984 and Cordy says that some rows of shops, now totally run by
south Asians, may become ‘Asian superstores’. Thomas and Bromley (2002) studied
the effects of supermarkets in other adjacent towns to the towns of Atherstone and
Llanelli. Llanelli also has a closed-down Tesco in its centre, causing some retail blight.
However new development and revitalisation of Llanelli centre restored some shopping
footfall. Methodology used here included GOAD mapping of changes in retail facilities

and questionnaires of shoppers before and after the changes.

2.4.4. Towards a social exclusion perspective

Guy (1991) also researched rural facilities decline in Wales, again in conjunction with
local Womens Institutes. Shopping facilities were mapped and their food prices noted
in Cardiff, Wrexham, Haverfordwest, and small villages around these towns. A similar

study across the border in Cheshire was carried out by the School for the Built
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Environment, Liverpool John Moores University, and University College Chester in
1997, and reported in Town and Country Planning (4/2000). Both these studies found
some rural exclusion, both in the form of higher rural prices and lack of access to
facilities like shops and pubs, for village dwellers without access to private motor
transport. Guy (1985) has also carried out long-term longitudinal studies of changing
access to shops and shifts in household food consumption in Cardiff since the early
1980s, from when the supermarkets began a major shift to out-of-town premises, often
onto old industrial sites left vacant by the deindustrialisation of the 1980s (section
2.2.3). In 1987 Guy also studied the attributes of grocery shopping trips done on foot,
that is, trips to local shops. Walking in Cardiff varied with age and income, but shops
accessed on foot tended to be smaller and have less choice, exacerbated by a shift from

local parades to remoter supermarkets accessed mainly by car.

Potter (1980) carried out another relatively early urban study of the quality of local

food shops, and how this might correlate with the affluence of the neighbourhood, in
Stockport, near Manchester. Potter’s research involved visiting all 1,562 shops in
greater Stockport and gave each a ranking of quality according to factors such as the
shop’s appearance, window display, cleanliness, range and prices of goods, and style of
advertising. Quality was then ranked as high, medium, or low, and correlated with the

socio-economic status of Stockport’s suburbs, using regression analysis. The result was
that the analysis showed “a close association exists between the qualitative attributes of
retail areas and the socio-economic character of their tributary areas. The quality of
shops is highly sensitive to concentrations of particular groups of customers”.
Broadbent (1985) also reported on a study for CES Ltd on falling living standards in
the overspill estates built in the 1950s and 60s. These estates “were recognised in the
early 1970s as severely deprived areas” but “lie almost entirely outside the boundaries
designated for special help by central government” (ibid, p.54). Estates in
Middlesborough, Hull, Glasgow, and Kirkby (Merseyside) were studied. The focus was

on broad social exclusion and poverty and unemployment, although lack of access to

shops was noted as part of this.

The studies by Robinson (1975) and Potter (1980) are interesting for this research

because they point, in different ways, towards the possibility of a classification of food
deserts today. Robinson shows that retail facilities can change over time, that what
today would be called ‘food deserts’ can be hidden and/or transient, and is very
relevant to 2003 because of developments east of London. Here, what is effectively a

new town, Thames Gateway, is being developed, as the demand for houses in the South
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East rises, and as Chapter Five of this research shows, retail development may not
always keep pace with house building. Potter’s study covered a whole town, correlating
neighbourhood affluence with shop quality, and (had the term been invented then)
might have said that food deserts existed north and south of Stockport centre. This

research also aims, by covering a range of types of district, to see if food deserts exist

in different areas and can be classified.

Research into declining shopping facilities in rural areas continued in the 1990s, with
for example the DETR report “Impact of Large Food Stores on Market Towns and
District Centres” and a survey by Norfolk Council of village shops in Norfolk,
presented at the Norfolk Food Futures Conference on 13/7/01. There have been several
studies in rural Scotland linking declining facilities with social exclusion. The Tayside
Rural Village Shop Support Scheme, drawn up in 1984 as part of the Tayside Structure
Plan was a collaborative effort between the local council and the Institute for Retail
Studies, Department of Marketing, University of Stirling, as well as the more recent
Joseph Rowntree Foundation study, “Social Exclusion and Young people in Rural
Scotland” in 2000, based in Duns (Borders region) and Callander (Stirling Region),.‘26
noted the need for a complete package of jobs, housing, and services to avert a cycle of

depopulation and falling service provision. Smith and Sparks (2000a) looked at small

shops in both rural and urban settings across Scotland. They noted the economic and
social benefits of such shops in supporting the community and providing employment,
as well as problems of commercial viability in many of these shops. Smith and Sparks
noted the need for holistic policy solutions based on the wider needs and behaviour of
consumers as well as the wider economy small shops operate in. In similar vein, Baron
et al (2001) conducted a nationwide survey of UK small retailers; using semantic
differentials, shops’ responses were analysed to ascertain the problems and
opportunities facing such shops. The attributes of community connections and personal
service were seen as major competitive advantages possessed by local shops against the

large multiple stores.

However there were also, in the 1990s, a number of large urban studies specifically of
food access problems that might be faced by poorer households. The size of urban area
studies has varied widely, from an entire city (e.g. Cardiff, Leeds) to a single street in
Carlisle. Bromley and Thomas (1993b) conducted a study of Swansea households,

looking at shopping habits, travel to shops, and socio-economic indicators such as

% Accessed on 2/8/03 at http://www.jrf.org.uk/knowledge/findings/socialpolicy/210.asp
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wealth and car ownership. Holbrook and Jackson 1996, surveyed the effect on
shopping patterns in north London of the opening of two major suburban shopping
centres, Brent Cross and Wood Green Shopping City, in the 1970s, using a large scale
social survey of shoppers in those centres and also group discussions. In 2002 the
World Health Organisation (Regional Office for Europe) examined the contribution
made to social exclusion and barriers to healthy eating caused by inadequate public
transport in Liverpool.”” C Bailey (2000) looked at the street of Botchergate in Carlisle.
This is a secondary shopping area a few hundred metres from Carlisle centre, which
serves the everyday grocery needs of a poor hinterland residential area behind this main
road out of Carlisle. Qualitative, in-depth, interviews and a survey of travel patterns

showed that visitors to Carlisle needed to be directed towards, not away from,

Botchergate and that sensitive small-scale renovation could make it attractive whilst

maintaining its character and shopping use for local people.

Chapter Seven details some of the studies that have been carried out regarding food

access and exclusion in other countries. This section now examines some important

recent studies in major UK cities.

2.4.5. Supermarkets, regeneration, and social exclusion; studies in Leeds, Bradford,
Cardiff, Glasgow, and Coventry

Other studies have looked at the regeneration effects of building a large supermarket in
a deprived area, such as east Manchester, Leyton in east London, or the Castle Vale
estate in Birmingham, and whether any adverse effects on local shops outweigh this

regeneration. A large study of this kind was conducted recently in Leeds, which 1s now

discussed.

The background to the Leeds study was the opening in late 2000 of a large Tesco
supermarket in Seacroft, east Leeds. This Tesco replaced a 1960s district centre, which
by the 1990s had become “extremely degraded” (Wrigley, 2002b, p.2064). Tesco
promised not only better food provision than has been available in the district centre
but employment benefits; it promised Leeds Council to give priority to long term
unemployed residents of Seacroft. Even though the long term number of jobs a

supermarket provides may well be less than those in the smaller shops it ultimately may

27 Accessed 2/8/03 at http://www.who.dk/eprise/main/who/
progs/hcp/UrbantealthTopics/20020129 3
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supplant, long term unemployed from a poor area are doubly disadvantaged when it
comes to applying for many jobs. Hence Tesco employing these may actually indirectly
raise Leeds’ employment levels.”® Seacroft was a deprived suburb with poor food
provision; whilst most of its residents were within 600 metres of a food shop, fresh fruit
and vegetable provision on the estate, or what Wrigley terms “green retailers’, was
almost non-existent. Leeds was therefore a ‘before and after’ study, such as might be
prompted by a supermarket opening, closure, or replacement by a limited line freezer
shop (Wrigley, 2002a, p.2035). Studies were made of food consumption patterns in the
Seacroft area in summer 2000 and again in summer 2001, the same season being
chosen to minimise seasonal food consumption variations. There were still some
unavoidable biases in the respondents and in those who dropped out between 2000 and

2001; but these were minimal, and are noted by Wrigley (2002b, p.2067).

The Leeds/Bradford/Cardiff project was jointly funded by Sainsbury and the ESRC.
Initial stages involved mapping the shops in Leeds/Bradford/Cardiff and then
modelling the levels of grocery provision per household (G Clarke et al 2002), also
including measures of the socio-economic categories living in these areas because
“simply having relatively poor access to grocery provision is unlikely to convince
planners that all of these areas are ‘food deserts. An area might only be classified as a
‘food desert’ if the residents of that area have little or no means of travelling significant
distances in order to purchase food”(p.2049). Clarke et al (2002, p.2054) points out that
whilst the new Tesco has raised the food provision level across Seacroft, it may
deteriorate again if the new Tesco causes other local stores such as the Co-op or Netto
to close (G Clarke, 2002, p.2059), possibly creating “micro-food deserts” (Clarke et al,
2002, p.2054). Additionally some poor families might not be able to afford the new
Tesco prices or might avoid it for fear of being tempted to buy more than they could
afford (Wrigley, 2000b, p.2065). In fact respondents whom were less well off and with
a poorer diet did tend to switch to the new Tesco and improve their diet (Wrigley,
2002b, p.2078) showing the new Tesco had improved physical access to fruit and
| vegetables for many. Knowledge of how to cook foods and health motivations would
also affect food consumption patterns. So the Leeds study noted physical, economic,
and psychological barriers to fruit and vegetable consumption. This research, ‘The
ecology of food deserts’, also attempts to classify food deserts according to these three

criteria, ‘ability’, ‘assets’, and “attitude’. Interestingly Wrigley (2002a) writes that the

8 Avoiding the ‘lump of labour fallacy’; if hard to employ persons are employed,
multiplier effects, and the fact that more employable job candidates who missed out on
Tesco’s jobs will likely get jobs elsewhere, should expand the economy overall.
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definition of a food desert is “rather imprecise” (p.2032), although attempts have been
made to clarify it (Donkin, 1999a). The 1999 Donkin study looked at ethnic-minority
food consumption in a deprived area of London with a large number of south Asians,
eastern Wembley, and concluded that “in urban Pakistani families at the higher income
levels, dietary trends appear to move towards a healthier diet whereas in low-income
families factors such as lack of financial resources and lack of awareness are checking
this positive trend” (Donkin et al, 1999b). There is evidence here of different sorts of
food deserts; using data in Chapters Four and Five, ‘the ecology of food deserts’

research will attempt a ternary-diagram based classification of food deserts in Chapter

Seven.

A similar project studied the availability and prices of food in Glasgow (Cummins and
Maclintyre 2002b). This found that shop type, rather than shop location or local levels
of poverty, best indicated the price and availability of healthy foods. By looking at the
whole of Glasgow, Cummins concludes that earlier ‘food desert’ studies have not fully
allowed for the cheapness of foods in poor areas. However Cummins also states that
these cheap foods tend to be the less healthy ones. Another Glasgow study by
Piacentini et al (2001) analysed the shopping behaviour by customers of various socio-
economic types, finding considerable ingenuity in overcoming problems of
attordability, access, travel costs etc. However Piacentini did note “where mobility is
constrained, individuals are less able to exercise control over their shopping behaviour

and feelings of disadvantage are exacerbated, particularly where social networks are
weak” (2001, p.153).

Finally in this section, the Coventry study of 2001 is noted (P Williams and Hubbard
2001). The Coventry study used a large-scale quantitative survey followed up by a
more in-depth qualitative survey on selected households in poor districts of Coventry to
analyse access problems to grocery retailing. Access was found to be mediated not just
be geography but by factors as diverse as physical health, gender, ethnicity, income,
and even feelings of ‘belonging’ or not in certain shopping centres as well as fear of
crime in some places. It should be noted here that there also exists a study done in 1998
in Newcastle on Tyne by CURDS (Centre for Urban Development and Research) but,

as confirmed in an email from CURDS in August 2003, this study has not yet been
published anywhere.
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2.4.6. Who has done these studies and what was discovered

A variety of bodies have contributed to the food access and social deprivation studies
mentioned above, including local, national, and supra-national governmental bodies
such as the EU, as well as commercial organisations. Also, NGOs such as charities,
from the local to the national in geographical scope, and of course a wide range of
academic researchers. In summary, many studies have found a decline in retail food
provision but that few poor actually have no access at all to food shops of some kind.

The presence of supermarkets can raise food access, but not for all; some smaller shops
in the neighbourhood may subsequently close. There are other non-access benefits of a
supermarket such as better job opportunities locally, although as retail grocery
provision becomes more concentrated, overall employment in this sector may fall. The
existence of food deserts is not a matter of simple geographical access alone; on this
basis, food deserts may be hard to justify, but these deserts may well have an effect on
people’s lives in other ways. Food access may be denied in ways more sociological and

cultural; food deserts may be ‘hidden’ but still have tangible consequences for some.

The debate thus continues as to whether food deserts are a widespread problem in UK

cities or somewhat an artefact of studies of particular local poor districts. This debate

concerns intricate differences of price and healthiness of different foods on different
shops, and whether food access is mediated by more than geographical access alone.
The research ‘the ecology of food deserts’ attempts to examine a wide variety of food
access situations, both from the demand and supply side, to further discover the barriers

to the consumption of a healthy diet, in different neighbourhoods and for different

groups of people.

2.4.7. Methodologies of research on retail change and food consumption

The various studies have used a range of methodologies that can be broadly grouped
under three heads. Firstly, mapping retail facilities, and how these change over time.
Existing city/tourist maps and literature may be compared with retail maps, and other
facilities such as parking may also be mapped (Bailey, 2000). Retail facilities have
been mapped before and after some event such as the opening of a new supermarket.
The routes of shoppers in a retailing environment may also be mapped, and even
classified by route type (Zacharias, 1997). Secondly, quantitative surveys of factors
such as travel patterns (Williams, 1992), food consumption, stores visited, and prices of

food (Cummins and Maclntyre, 2002), along with socio-economic indicators such as



57

income and car ownership (e.g. Potter, 1980, as an early example of this). Shopkeepers
might be questioned as well as shoppers (Baron et al, 2001). These have also been used
‘before and after’ some event such as a new store opening (Wrigley et al, 2002).
Thirdly, qualitative, in depth, surveys of various factors involving food consumption
(e.g. Williams and Hubbard, 2001, study of Coventry). Tools such as food consumption
diaries and diet questionnaires have also been used (Whelan et al, 2002). The method
of contact of the respondent has been by post (Medway et al, 1999), in-shopping-centre
surveys, or at the home of the consumer, or in focus groups held at various venues
(Whelan et al, 2002). Areas selected for study may comprise a certain town or city,
(e.g. Guy and Wrigley, studies of Cardiff); or one where a retail change such as a new
supermarket has occurred (e.g. the Seacroft, Leeds, study); or an area noted for some

characteristic such as high deprivation, or a large ethnic minority population (Donkin et
al, 1999b).

Many studies used multiple methodologies to triangulate the data, that is, to obtain
similar data and conclusions from different methodologies. The Leeds/Bradford/Cardiff
study noted above made extensive use of statistical cartographic analysis; these
techniques have developed rapidly and were not available to earlier studies. They may
require some time commitment to learn. The Leeds study also used a technique called
focus groups. These have the advantage that “participants with poor reading or writing
skills are not discriminated against”, but “can be time consuming and difficult to
arrange and analyse” (Whelan et al 2002, p.2087). The advantage of using multiple
strategies in one study is that data can be ‘triangulated’, that is crosschecked between

different sources and methodologies to ensure validity and accuracy.

This research, for ‘The ecology of food deserts’, used primarily qualitative methods,
(semi-structured interviews) to discover how food access problems may be perceived
by consumers, and other parties to the food chain. More quantitative methodology such
as mapping the shops in two different years, to show any changes in that period, was
also used. The justification for using such methodology in this research is discussed in
Chapter Three. The methodologies used here do not differ substantially in principle
from those used in other food access studies such as those described above. As with
most research, constraints of time and other resources imposed many of the differences
(for example in scale of methodology, the number of persons interviewed and

geographical scope of the research) account for many of the methodological differences

between different projects. The next chapter therefore details what methodology was

used for this research, and why it was used.
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Chapter Three
The methodologies used in this research

3.1. Introduction — why a qualitative approach

The literature review has shown that there have been numerous food desert studies
(Cummins and MaclIntyre, 2002b, p.2116), pointing towards a general lack of access to
healthy foods in poor areas, higher prices at the smaller stores often found in poor areas

as against the large supermarkets that are often accessible only to car owners. These

studies have taken place in both urban and rural settings. This suggests a classification
of food deserts may be possible; something that has not been done before. By
researching a number of settings where problems with food access may occur, this
research attempts to work towards such a classification. Lack of access to food is made
up of much more than geographical distance alone; it is a matter of many human

phenomena such as culture, food preferences, poverty, and physical ability.

Rudestam and Newton (2001, p.36) state, “qualitative methods are especially useful in
the generation of categories for understanding human phenomena and the investigation
of the interpretation and meaning that people give to events they experience”.
Qualitative research methods “are concerned with how the world is viewed,
experienced, and constructed by social actors. [These methods] provide access to the
motives, aspirations and power relationships that account for how places, people, and
events are made and represented” (Dictionary of Human Geography, 2001, p.660).
Chapter Two of this research showed how power relationships have been crucial in
determining access to urban facilities such as retailing centres, in determining influence
on the planning and building process as these facilities changed for example in the
1980s. Some agencies whose interview comments are reported in Chapter Five show

how these power relationships affect the poor today in Leeds and Scunthorpe.

Chapters Four and Five here also show how food deserts are a matter, not solely of
what shops exist ‘on the ground’, but of how these shops are viewed by local people. A
world with few grocery shops in it can be ‘constructed’ by, for example a pensioner in
Beeston, out of a ‘mapped world’ with many grocery shops — because those shops are
not the ones the pensioner wants to use. This creates ‘virtual food deserts’ that can be
discovered through the medium of qualitative research, through semi-structured
interviews with a variety of people and agencies. This type of research is good at

uncovering the feelings, attitudes that create a mental foodscape that may be more



39

important for people’s perceptions and behaviour than the actually existing physical
foodscape. This has practical applications. Policy measures aimed at alleviating food
exclusion may be aimed at the wrong areas if the need for them is adjudged solely on
what shops physically exist, rather than on what people’s attitude of these shops is.
Policy measures may be ineffective, may be seen as inappropriate, if they target areas
or populations suffering food exclusion that are not the same as the areas or populations
perceived by themselves as suffering from food exclusion. So for practical, for financial

and political reasons, a qualitative-based research understanding of food deserts is

important.

Qualitative research is typically conducted through semi- or un- structured interviews,
through direct observation and participation in subject’s lifestyles (ethnographic
research), or through interpretation of texts, pictures, and other media (hermeneutics).
For this research, hermeneutics was not appropriate. An ethnographic approach, whilst
giving a very rich experience and understanding of, say, how an East Park pensioner or
disabled villager from Lincolnshire, coped with the travails of transport and shopping,
would not have permitted a full investigation of the possible full range of food desert
locales within the resource and time constraints pertaining here. For this reason, the
methodology of semi-structured interviews was adopted. Rudestam and Newton (2001,
pp.92-93) would classify this approach as being more phenomenological. Qualitative
research does not necessarily aim to interview a representative sample of the whole
population, but to gain great detail of the experience from those who are affected. By
interviewing a wide range of people possibly affected by lack of access to a healthy
diet, this research aims to elicit as many of the different types of food desert existing as

possible, at least within the research resources available.

Some researchers have used focus groups to elicit experiences of food exclusion (for
example the Leeds/Seacroft study described in section 2.4). These can be good at
encouraging a range of comments; the group may acquire its own momentum, and the
outcome can be a rich source of qualitative, unstructured, information for the
researcher. However setting up such a group is crucial, and can be complex. The
participants should be of similar background, or else the more vocal, middle-class, -
people may dominate the discussion. Arranging for all participants to be present
together may be hard. If, as in this research, the idea is to examine a range of possible
food desert locales, focus groups may take too long to arrange. Here, interviews were
usually one-to-one, although for some, there were two or three respondents, because the

venue was an office or college where several persons turned up to the interview. Also
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for some agencies such as the various support groups for the disabled, pensioners,
illness groups, one person described the experiences of several others in grocery
shopping. This broadened the range of experiences and perceptions elicited, and
strengthened the research by correlating, or triangulating, the experiences of agencies

and people from similar socio-economic groups but from different geographical areas.

Theory — in this case, a classification of food deserts —may emerge inductively from the

data collected (Rudestam and Newton, 2001, p.93) rather than by the deductive method

of some quantitative studies. Naturally, however, a grounded theory — in this case, the
socio-economic basis of food deserts — is also necessary to ensure the research and its
results are relevant to the ‘real world’. Research methodology is also strengthened if
multiple methodologies are used, as then any resulting conclusions have a stronger
methodological and theoretical basis. Two principal research methods were used to
answer the research questions described in Chapter One. Firstly the geographical
distribution of food retailing, and other shops which the research suggested were
important to the viability of food shops, was mapped. The map was then used to
provide an indication of retail food access for consumers of different abilities to travel.
Secondly over 200 interviews, of a semi-structured nature, were carried out with a
range of respondents. 120 agencies were interviewed, and some 50 shops and 50
ordinary houscholds were also interviewed, to build a more complete picture of retail
food demand and supply, and any problems associated with this. As with the studies
described above (section 2.4), results have been ‘triangulated’, that is, data from
different sources have been correlated to build a consistent picture of food access

problems. These two methodologies are described below.

3.2. Mapping the distribution of food and other retailing

3.2.1. Aims of the mapping

1) To ascertain the accessibility of various types of grocery and other retailing for
persons of different travel ability across the study areas of Leeds, Scunthorpe, and
North Lincolnshire.

2) To do this in a way that is comparable across all areas, and also over time.

3) To quantify this change over time by repeating the mapping exercise after a time

lapse of three years.
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3.2.2. Selection and definition of the shops to be mapped

Food shops do not come in discrete categories but form a continuous spectrum. For
convenience stores this spectrum begtins with CTN (confectionery, tobacconist, and
newsagent) stores that effectively sell no ‘groceries’ at all. They sell edible items such
as chocolate and ice cream but it is not possible to live off what they sell alone, nor to
make what most people might consider a ‘main/hot meal’ from their stock. Some CTNs
also stock a few tins of tomatoes or instant food like pot-noodles. Some will also sell
tins of soup, and maybe tinned peas too. What they stock depends largely on what the
shopkeeper thinks will sell, given local demand and competition (Tanburn, 1981, p.22).
Some shops still stock confectionery, tobacco, and newspapers but also have a wider
range of food; perhaps pre-packed sandwiches, tinned fruit, raw potatoes and onions.
Moving further along the food-provision spectrum there are shops selling a wider range
of tinned, frozen, chilled, and pre-preﬁared foods, with perhaps five or ten kinds of fruit
and vegetables. These raw fruits and vegetables are usually the ‘hard’ types that do not
spoil rapidly, such as lemons, apples, and turnips as well as potatoes and onions.
Looking towards a more comprehensive fruit and vegetable selection, along with other
staple foods such as bread, milk, tinned food, and ready-to-cook meals, the spectrum
now bifurcates. One branch is the typical inner city ‘south Asian’ store. This store is
usually small, around 100 square metres or less, but very densely stocked with many
different fruits and vegetablés (forty, fifty, or more), and often spills out onto the
pavement with an awning for shelter. In areas with a high Muslim population, there
may be a small Halal butchers at the rear of the shop. The other branch leads to ever-
larger grocery stores, with 800 or 1,000 square metres sales area, and twenty, thirty, or
more different types of fruit and vegetables. This could be a typical Jackson or Nite and
Day store, or a medium-sized Co-op. Beyond this lie the smaller supermarkets such as

Lidl or Aldi, all the way up to a large Tesco Extra 10,000 square metre superstore.

There is a similar ‘spectrum’ rather than a clear delineation of bakers, butchers, and
other food shops. Bakers may stock a wide range of loaves, or may just be a Greggs
outlet selling mainly pre-packed sandwiches and one or two types of loaf. This is more
like a takeaway sandwich bar. Butchers vary from a dedicated outlet selling a wide
range of meats down to a conventence store selling some plastic packs of ham or
chicken. Other facilities such as Post Offices frequently occupied the same shop as a
convenience store. Many people like to do all their shopping in the one local parade or
shop. Post Offices and chemists are important especially for the elderly, poor, and

disabled, persons also likely to face difficulties accessing grocery facilities. These
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groups need more medication than younger able-bodied persons, and the Post Office is
needed for payment of pensions and other benefits. It was desirable to distinguish
between convenience stores that stocked very few fresh fruit and vegetables, and those
offering a wider range, and between these and dedicated greengrocers stocking fresh
fruit and vegetables (many of these also had non-food items such as flowers). This is
because access to fresh fruit and vegetables is important for health reasons, as outlined

in Chapter One. Lack of these in the diet imposes large costs on society.

To reduce this wide range of facilities into a number of categories that could produce
comparable maps across different neighbourhoods, facilities rather than shops were
mapped. Guy, 1980, in a study in Watford, recognised basic categories of shops. When
Guy polled ‘Watford housewives’ as to what shops they considered essential or
desirable, the results were as follows (percentage figures are the proportion of
‘housewives’ agreeing the shop was essential/desirable):-

‘Essential’; chemist (98%), Post Office (97%), Convenience store/grocer (96%), baker
(95%), butcher (94%), greengrocer (94%), newsagent (94%).

‘Desirable’; fishmonger (66%), bank (65%), hardware store (63%), draper (63%), shoe
repairer (57%), hairdresser (52%), dry cleaner (51%).

This research is only considering food stores, chemists, and Post Offices so Guy’s
‘desirable’ shops except fishmongers were not mapped. In practice, by 1999, the date
of the first shops mapping, fishmongers had virtually ceased to exist. The only places
fresh/wet fish could be bought in Leeds and North Lincolnshire in 1999 were
supermarkets, town markets, one or two convenience stores in the more affluent areas
of north Leeds, and one free standing fishmonger in Ashby, Scunthorpe. By 2002
fresh/wet fish in these towns could only be obtained in supermarkets and town markets.
Therefore fishmongers would have relatively little impact on the food maps, and for
practical reasons such as map clarity were discarded. Grocers were divided on the basis
of range of fruit and vegetables stocked as follows. If under ten kinds of fruit and
vegetable in total were stocked, it was counted as a ‘small’ convenience store.” If ten
or more kinds were stocked it was counted as a ‘large’ store. If the store was part of one

of the following chains; Aldi, Asda, Co-op, G T Smith, Lidl, Morrison, Netto,

2 The categories ‘small’ and ‘large’ did not necessarily refer to the physical size of the
shop’s sales area. Although shops of larger area did tend to sell a wider range of fresh
fruit and vegetables, Asian shops were an exception. Many were very small, perhaps

100 square metres or less, but were very densely stocked and sold a wider range of
fresh fruit and vegetables than “White’ stores several times larger.
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Proudfoot, Safeway, Sainsbury, Tesco; that is, the main supermarket chains in Leeds
and North Lincolnshire, it was marked as a supermarket. The threshold of ten served to
distinguish shops essentially without fresh fruit and vegetables but which stocked just a
few potatoes and onions. This threshold of below/above ten was independently chosen

by the Norfolk Health Authority in a study of grocery provision in Norfolk villages.

The categories mapped were, then, defined as follows:-

Baker: a shop selling a range of loaves, not just sandwiches, but apart from bakery-

related items such as cakes, no other food.
Butcher: a shop selling a range of uncooked meats.

Chemist: a shop dedicated to pharmaceutical goods.

Convenience store (small): a shop selling a wide range of foods, and nine or less types

of fresh fruit and vegetable.
Convenience store (large): a shop selling a wide range of foods, and ten or more types
of fresh fruit and vegetable.

Supermarket: One of the chains mentioned above.

Greengrocer: a shop selling only fruit and vegetables as food, though some sold tlowers

to00.

Post office: a shop with the usual postal facilities.

Farm shops were ignored, unless within the built-up area of a village, because these
would only be accessible to those with cars; a similar technique was used in the
Norfolk rural village food study. A shop offering more than one of these facilities, e.g.
a butcher that also sold fruit and vegetables, or a Post Office inside a convenience store,
counted as two separate facilities. If a square contained two shops of the same category
this was not double-counted. From the point of view of a customer two adjacent

butchers, for example, offered much the same access to facilities as one butcher alone.

3.2.3. Procedures of the mapping

The boundarigs of the study areas, Leeds and North Lincolnshire, were first defined so
as to approximate to natural market boundaries. That is a sort of ‘watershed’, a line
where customers, if travelling to the most easily reachable shopping centre, would
either travel into or out of the study area. This was then fitted to an approximate
Ordnance Survey gridline so as to produce a rectangular area. This prevented the
possibility of including or excluding certain areas due to their local characteristics, so

reducing researcher bias. The areas mapped are shown in section 4.7.2. Previous food
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desert research has used a number of different spatial frames, such as postcode sectors
or enumeration districts. The advantage of these is that if quantitative mapping using

census data is intended, as in Clarke et al (2002) computer programs can readily

produce maps of retail provision per household and much else. This study, ‘the ecology

of food deserts’ is intended to be more qualitative, both to more fully explore
‘uncharted food deserts’ and because time and resource constraints would make it
difficult to obtain a large number of interviews, so as to obtain valid quantitative data.

Rudestam and Newton (2001, p.36) says the merits of qualitative research are a fuller

‘understanding of human phenomena and the investigation and meaning that people
give to events they experience’. As food deserts may not be purely geographical but
depend on cultural, social, and psychological factors, qualitative research should be
well suited to an examination of the ‘ecology’ of such deserts. Cummins and Maclntyre
(2002b, p.2118) says “Postcode sectors might not be the most appropriate spatial scale
at which to map food price and availability....we are not aware of any data from the
UK demonstrating the appropriate scale for shopping-basket surveys™. To enable
comparisons to be readily made between different suburbs and rural areas, where
postcodes and enumeration districts would vary widely in size with population density,

‘the ecology of food deserts’ research used a grid square spatial framework based on

the Ordnance Survey National Grid.

The use of Ordnance Survey gridlines enabled the study areas to be divided into
250metre x 250 metre squares for Leeds and Scunthorpe, and 500 metre x 500 metre
squares for rural North Lincolnshire. The choice of 250 metres was practical because
the A-Z street atlases were already divided into 500 x 500 metre squares, and these 250
metre squares approximated to a circle of radius 150 metres, which this research and
earlier researchers have shown is the limit many disabled persons can walk. Therefore
the facilities within one square can be read as the facilities accessible on foot for an
older/more disabled person living in that square. In rural areas practical considerations
of mapping scale dictated the use of 500 metre squares. However many small rural

settlements are only 500 — 1,000 metres across anyway, so the use of smaller squares

would not have added much information to shop accessibility there.

The shops were then visited to ascertain what they stocked and so what category they

should be mapped as. A visit was necessary, rather than relying on trade directories, for

two reasons. Firstly, the trade directories would be out of date. Shops change use

rapidly and any directory over six months old could have many shops incorrect. More

problematically, shops classifications in publications such as Yellow Pages may give
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little clue as to what sort of shop it actually is. This is true for ‘newsagents’ or ‘off-

licences’, which actually may stock enough food to be counted as convenience stores.

However the shopkeeper themselves chooses the classification and may pick one, e.g.

off-licence, to gain more outside trade, whilst local customers know the groceries they
stock anyway. Finally the position of the shop was plotted on a street map and its
category noted. The 250 metre squares were added to the street map so that the

categories available in each square could be determined.

3.2.4. Ethical 1ssues

The main ethical issue involved ‘informed consent’; informing the shopkeeper of the

purpose of the visit, otherwise the researcher may have been mistaken for a shoplifter
or a commercial spy. Informing the shopkeeper was beneficial for the research as many
shopkeepers, when told of the research, offered informal comments on the state of their

trade and of local conditions. No shopkeepers were obstructive or resented the visit.

Shopkeepers who were interviewed were given the contact details of the researcher and

sent a summary of the results.

3.2.5. Problems of the mapping and how overcome

There were two main problems once the shops were reached, besides that of bad
weather. These were, firstly determining if a closed shop premises was to be open later
on, and secondly determining if the selection of fruit and vegetables on offer at the time
of the visit was typical or if the visit had been made when the stock was depleted,
shortly before a fresh delivery. Some danger from street crime was anticipated, and

precautions such as not entering crime-prone areas after dark or carrying many

valuables were adopted. In fact the shops mapping was carried out during the Spring

and Summer and only between 9am and 6pm so these hours were daylight anyway.

Personal danger did not materialize apart from one egg thrown by youths.

Discerning if a non-open shop was permanently shut could be solved in three ways.
Firstly by asking either local pedestrians or in the next-door shop, if there was one
open. The best form of question was “Do you know when [the shop] will be open”
because that ensured they had to say if it was permanently closed at present. If there
was nobody to ask, looking through the window revealed if the shop was empty or if it
had goods that were waiting to be sold. This was not always possible if metal shutters

were down, although occasionally the interior of the shop could still be seen. Finally
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the street environment around the shop gave clues. If there was an accumulation of
rubbish, leaves, or weeds in front of the shop, or a pile of junk mail inside the shop
door, this suggested nobody had come to open it for some time. Local knowledge was a
useful source of information, especially in rural areas, of past changes in retailing
provision. Many older persons in villages had lived there for some years and could give
details of what shops had once existed, where, and what they sold. Memories can be
false, but the trend of this information across villages was consistent and correlated

with other information on rural retail changes.

Because the level of grocery stocks in shops varies over several timescales, it was
harder to decide what was the typical level of grocery provision in some shops. If the
shop has a large turnover of fruit and vegetables, there may be a daily delivery and
afternoon levels are significantly lower than morning ones. Many smaller convenience
stores try to avoid spoilage by having vegetables delivered just once weekly; local
customers know which day this is, and the rest of the week the greengrocery shelves
are fairly bare. Seasonal variations occur because some shops avoid stocking easily
perishable vegetables in the hot summer months. In areas with a large student
population, like Headingley, some shops stock fruit and vegetables more during term
time than in holiday weeks. A similar seasonality occurs in holiday villages where
retail provision may be good between April and October but is very sparse in the winter
for the few who stay over the winter there. For this research the shop was categorised

according to its maximum typical vegetable provision because if, for example, the shop

has weekly deliveries, customers may adapt their shopping to this pattern.

Whether the fruit and vegetable levels seen by the researcher represented maximum
typical provision or not could be judged by comparing the arca of shelving available to
the actual stock present. A problem here was that the provision may have been recently
run down, on a permanent basis, but the shelving not adjusted yet. Looking for the
presence or absence of price tags, usually removed if a product line has been
permanently discontinued, gave a clue. It was possible to ask the shopkeeper, but they
might be busy, or if there was only an assistant present, they might not know. A useful
question, in this case, to the assistant was “do you have a X in?”, answer “No”, “Are
you going to have a X in next week?” (X here being a vegetable such as broccoli that 1s

commonly stocked by grocery stores with over ten kinds of fruit and vegetable but not

usually stocked by those with under ten kinds).
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3.2.6. Constructing up the maps

Each 250 x 250 metre square of the Leeds and Scunthorpe maps (500 x 500 metre
square for the rural North Lincolnshire maps) could now be marked as containing one
or more of the shops categories outlined in section 3.2.2. or as containing no shops.
Only squares containing residential properties were marked; squares that were solely
parkland, playing fields, industrial, or otherwise non-residential were left blank, as
were rural squares where nobody lived. A square had to have at least 10% of its area as
residential not to be left blank, for any of the maps. This was because otherwise areas

such as southeast Leeds, where there are large industrial estates and no shops, would
show up as food deserts when in fact no one is denied access to food by this absence of

shops. The meaning of the changes in retailing provision observed between 1999 and
2002 is further discussed in section 4.7.2.

3.3. Interviewing the respondents

3.3.1. Aims of the interviewing

The aim was to build up a complete picture of the food chain, from supermarkets and
wholesalers to small shops and the consumer, in the study areas of Leeds and North

Lincolnshire. In practice contacts emerged that gave insights into the food chain in
areas beyond this, from Norfolk and Birmingham to London and Northern England,
and even overseas. Existing research has been done on many of the aspects of the food
chain researched here, for example Guy’s work on how far consumers will walk to
shops before they change mode to private or public transport. Other aspects of this
research, such as whether there are many different types of food desert, are newer. In

this aspect the aim was two-fold; to confirm, or otherwise, existing research, and to test

and develop the new concepts further.

3.3.2. Selection of types of respondents to be asked for an interview

Three broad categories of prospective respondent were targeted. Firstly, supply-side
agencies, that is, supermarkets, wholesalers, and small shopkeepers. Secondly,
customers, that is, a selection of households. Thirdly, other agencies relevant to the ten
stages of access to food by the consumer, as outlined in section 1.6. Which other
agencies might be relevant was determined by the literature review, and this list was

open to change following the results of early interviews with customers and
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shopkeepers. A similar strategy was followed to decide what questions to ask for the
semi-structured interview. This type of interview was used for all respondents, although
the actual question schedule varied according to whether, for example, a bus company

or an MP was being interviewed. The categories of agencies interviewed, and the

questions they were asked, are listed in Appendix 1.

3.3.3. Selection of actual respondents to be asked for an interview

A different selection strategy was appropriate for each of the three broad categories
outlined in section 3.3.2. The supermarkets and small shops were interviewed as the
second mapping in 2002 was completed, minimising travel costs. Pilot interviews had
been carried out during the first mapping, and this helped determine the question
schedule for several categories of agency. Additional information was obtained whilst
mapping shops in Bradford (Yorkshire), Birmingham, Sheffield, and London. The aim
was to interview a selection of each category of shop as outlined in section 3.2.2, in
each of the study areas, Leeds and North Lincolnshire. The respondents were to be
chosen so as to achieve a geographical spread across the study area, with different types
of neighbourhood represented in the sample. There were 5 categories of food shops to
be interviewed, and the researcher also interviewed different types of supermarkets,
from smaller Co-ops, Jacksons, and Aldi up to large Tesco and Asda stores. However
data saturation’ clearly set in after 40-50 shop interviews in total. No new information
had been gathered }rom the last few interviews as shop mapping progressed westwards
across the study area. This meant there were more interviews to the east than the west
of Leeds. However to guard against any bias due to these two halves being possibly
different in socio-economic or demographic terms some interviews were carried out
with west-Leeds shops, and informal conversations with shops where no semi-
structured interview took place confirmed the same viewpoint by these shopkeepers

too. In other words no significant east-west Leeds bias occurred.

The researcher anticipated a problem with busy shopkeepers or supermarket managers
being unwilling, perhaps too busy, to give an interview. In fact 90% of small
shopkeepers and some 50% of supermarket managers were willing to be interviewed,
either at the time of the first visit in 2002 or at a later appointment; 90% of

appointments were honoured. The main category of shops presenting problems

** Data saturation is the point when no important new themes are emerging from
interviews, -
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as regards gaining an interview were bakers. These were frequently busy, with the
demand for sandwiches, and many were controlled by one of the major bakery chains,
Greggs or Ainsley. The shop manager here often had little autonomy over the business

and so could not answer many of the questions. But other shops successfully filled any

data gaps. The procedure for interviewing wholesalers was not as for shops but as for

the ‘other agencies’.

Several methods were available to obtain household interviews. These all had biases
but used in conjunction, gave a good range of types of households. A method not used
was interviews in shopping areas. This was because the semi-structured interview
lasted about 30 minutes and those that were of most interest, the old and disabled,
would not have been present or would not have stood for that long. Also the interviews
were tape-recorded and tapes do not distinguish between speech and unwanted
background noise. Any recordings done in an environment with background noise were
barely audible. Postal surveys were also hardly used. They offered low travel costs but
were not suited to a qualitative semi-structured interview schedule. The return rate is
usually low, so travel costs saved are outweighed by postage costs per form returned;
the return rate can be boosted by including a stamped addressed envelope but this
doubles costs. Some householders will retain the stamp and still not return the
questionnaire. With a semi-structured, non-definitive, answer form, the non-return rate
could be expected to rise (Victor, 1987, p.60). The persons least likely to fill them in
are elderly and disabled, with possible eyesight problems. Poor, maybe less literate,
people may also avoid returning questionnaires. Another group who may not reply are
ethnic minorities with poor English; these and the poor, the elderly, and disabled are
key groups the researcher wished to interview. There is no way of knowing from postal
addresses alone which household types have not filled them in,”' so any bias is
unknown. However some respondents contacted by phone (see below) stated they
would rather have the form posted out. About ten forms were posted out and about half
were returned, with some useful information, though written answers will always be
shorter than spoken ones. The problem here is one cannot ask the respondent to clarify

or expand on answers, or assess non-verbal information such as attitudinal indicators.

Random telephoning was tried, and yielded some useful interviews. Once the relevant

phone codes were established for Leeds, Scunthorpe, and North Lincolnshire, the last

*! There would be a bias towards family heads here; the views of younger persons, as
well as the very old, might not be obtained.
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six digits were randomly selected. The advantages and disadvantages of this method are

outlined below.

Advantages. The selection is random as the researcher does not know which household

type is being called. By using random numbers rather than a phone directory, new and
unlisted numbers are available (some unlisted householders were puzzled as to how
their number had been obtained). Householders who do not go out much such as the
elderly and disabled can be contacted. Some numbers were workplaces and not only
were multiple interviews obtained here, but some of the respondents lived beyond
Leeds, in places like Otley, widening the selection geographically. By calling between
6pm and 8pm and on Saturdays working households could also be contacted (calls were
not made before 9am as households may be busy going to work or sending children to
school, nor were they made after 8pm in case some were going to bed early). However
there was still a risk of awaking night-shift workers. Some householder would give
interviews over the phone when they would have been wary of allowing an unknown
researcher to visit them in person. Checking the Telephone Preference Scheme rules

confirmed that cold calling was legal for academic non-profit making research.

Disadvantages. The selection is biased against the poor, those hard of hearing, and
elderly, who may not have a telephone, and against persons who may have a mobile
number only. Residents of institutions such as bed and breakfasts or care homes may
also be missed, although the shopping habits of these were covered in some of the
poverty/elderly community based agencies interviewed. Overall about 95% of UK
households had a phone in 1998 (Ody, 1998, p.20), and 98% of working households in
2000 (The Guardian, 2/3/00, p.6). However according to The Guardian, in 2000 only
85% of workless households had a phone. Many numbers were out, and leaving an
answer-phone message never elicited a reply. Many numbers do not connect to any
telephone so although many numbers can be dialled in a short period of time,
interviews are actually obtained rather slowly. Usually the respondent still has to be

travelled to, and as there has been less personal contact with the researcher when

making the appointment, this may account for the higher rate of not-at-homes when the

house was visited for an interview.

The most fruitful method used was house-to-house calling. This has the following

advantages and disadvantages.
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Advantages. This method gave the researcher control over types of house and

neighbourhood called upon, although type/area of house is no guarantee of the socio-

economic background of the household, and certainly no indicator of age or disability.
Researcher bias as to areas visited could be lessened by random selection in the A-Z
street index of street name to start calling from; there is unlikely to be any connection
between the alphabetical order of the street name and any other relevant variable. It was
expected that most householders would require the researcher to return later but over
50% of householders called upon gave an interview there and then; appropriate
identification was always shown, and a letter giving contact addresses/phone numbers
at the University was left. This method could be used to recover time otherwise wasted
if an interview venue had been travelled to only to find the respondent unavailable.
Generally no more than twenty houses were called on, including those with no-one at
home, before an interview was secured. There was less risk of awakening shift workers

than by telephone, as houses with upstairs curtains closed could be avoided.

Disadvantages. Travel costs were not high per interview, but the researcher was

exposed to adverse weather, and potential danger, from muggers to dangerous dogs,
though in fact this did not materialize. Houses where a dog menace was evident were
not visited. Cold calling might alarm some householders, for example the elderly.
There was a bias against working people and also those at day centres such as some
elderly and disabled, because houses were not called on before 9am or after 5.30pm.
There was also a bias against flat-dwellers if there was an intercom system as here

refusals were more likely then than face to face at a door.

The last method used was snowballing from other interviews. Householders were asked
at the close of the interview if they knew of others who might be willing to be
interviewed, and on average one snowball address per four interviews was obtained.
Snowballing introduced a bias, towards the more mobile, fitter, persons who are likely
to have more contacts. It also biased the research geographically towards those areas
where people had already been interviewed, because people often have friends in the

same area they live in. Most ‘snowballs® visited did agree to an interview. ‘Snowball’

respondents may be more willing to give an interview if the researcher can say a friend

of theirs recommended their name.

Data saturation began to set in after around 40 household interviews, and 50 household

interviews in total were conducted, giving a good range of age, socio-economic

category, and neighbourhood type.
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The agencies relevant to the ten stages of food access were selected differently. Once
the broad categories had been selected (Appendix 2) the task was to find organisations
engaged in these categories. Where these addresses and phone numbers were found
depended to an extent on the type of agency. Bus company addresses were found at
leaflets at Scunthorpe and Leeds bus stations. Leeds, and North Lincolnshire, council
offices had leaflets giving many useful addresses, from council housing offices to
elderly and poor-support organisations. Leeds City Hall, and North Lincolnshire
Council, has lists of local councillors; council websites were also useful here. Yellow
pages, available on-line, gave addresses of agencies in wholesaling and estate agency.
Local newspapers had sections detailing community support contacts, and both local
papers’ and the Guardian’s job columns were also examined for relevant bodies.
Snowballing was useful here, and also ‘eyeballing’; en route to an appointment, one
might spot a useful organisation, which could be called in on to get a phone number for
later contact. Personal contacts also gave some useful addresses, and some contacts
were made through visitors to the researcher’s website at the University of Leeds.
Overall the researcher aimed for ‘symmetry’ between Leeds and North Lincolnshire.
That is, if an organisation of a certain type was interviewed in Leeds, an equivalent

organisation was sought in North Lincolnshire. This was broadly achieved, although

some Leeds organisations, such as the Vietnamese community, had no North
Lincolnshire equivalent. Also, some organisations interviewed had no connection with
either region, such as those in Norfolk, but still gave invaluable information on grocery
retailing and food deserts. Symmetry also could not be completely achieved because of
different local practices in the two study areas. For example the Housing Department of
North Lincolnshire preferred an interview to be done centrally with the head of the

Housing Department. In Leeds, the council preference was for multiple interviews with

local office managers.

Once an agency name, address, and phone number was obtained, the best method of
contact was to phone first and get, if possible the personal name, or at least the job title,
of a relevant employee, and then write in asking for an interview. Some agencies then
replied immediately offering to arrange an interview, but if not, the agency could then
be telephoned about 10 days later. By this stage about 70% of original agency contacts
resulted in an appointment for interview, over 90% of which were honoured. Data
saturation did not set in even after 120 agency interviews but by then a good range of

agencies had been interviewed, from different areas, covering different categories.



/73

3.3.4 Ethical 1ssues

The main ethical issues were ‘informed consent’ and avoiding any form of coercion on
the respondent. Calls at unsocial hours, for example after dark, were avoided, and calls

on businesses at busy times such as at the end of the financial year were also avoided.

Times when many personnel might be on holiday, such as end-December, were also

best avoided. At all stages of the interview, from the initial contact on, the respondent
was fully informed of the identity of the person interviewing them. All respondents
were promised a summary of the research results. It was made clear to the respondent
that at any time they could abort the interview. Permission was sought not just for the
interview but also for tape recording, the taking of notes, and for the use of anonymised
quotes. All respondents who agreed to an interview agreed to note taking, and over
95% of respondents agreed to tape recording and anonymised quotes. The purpose of
the tape recording was explained to the respondent; merely to assist with transcription,
and that the tape recording would be discarded once this was done. Local customs were
respected, for example removing the shoes when entering some south Asian
households. The researcher dressed in smart casual clothes; to have worn a suit might
have intimidated some persons into giving an interview because the researcher looked

official (Bailey, 1978, p.55). On the other hand, clothes that were not smart could have

alienated some house-proud respondents, and business respondents.

3.3.5 Problems of the interviewing and how overcome

There was little problem with respondents not being there for the interview. Travel
schedules became contorted as geographically adjacent respondents could not always
agree to adjacent interview times, and scheduling could be a problem as the duration of
the interview varied between 20 and 70 minutes. A mobile phone was useful when
encountering unexpected traffic hold-ups, or delays due to the previous respondent not
being on time. Once the researcher had to phone the householder from their own
doorstep; the householder was at home, but in the rear garden and could not hear the
doorbell. Inaudible tapes were a problem because several respondents chose venues
such as cafeterias or offices with much background noise. Sometimes the tape recorder
batteries would begin to run down during the interview, or it might be set incorrectly.
All this made note taking very useful as a back up, see section 3.3.6. Some rural

respondents contacted by phone would give an address that was hard to find because

many village roads had no nameplates.
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3.3.6. Drawing up and administering the interview schedule

The actual question schedules are reproduced in Appendix 2. The schedule was
designed to take 25-30 minutes except for interviews with private companies, which
tended to be shorter. However many agents were willing to talk for longer, and some
interviews lasted for 60-70 minutes. All interviews, except the small shop interviews
were, subject to the respondent’s permission, both tape recorded and had the answers
taken down in note form. This had several benefits. There was a back-up if the tape was
inaudible (see section 3.3.5). The respondent did not have to wait for the researcher to
write down their answer so the interview could be speeded up, or more information
obtained in a given time. The notes enabled the researcher, when transcribing the tape,
to see where they were in the interview schedule, and made transcription speedier. With
notes, a 30-minute tape could be transcribed in 2 Y2 to 3 hours, whereas without notes it
might have taken 4-5 hours. Superfluous sections could be fast-forwarded. And the
notes could have the interview time and number recorded, so that by similarly
annotating the tape (by speaking into it after the researcher had left) multiple interviews
could be conducted in a day without losing track of which set of answers belonged to
which respondent. Small shop interviews were only taken down in note form. This was
because the interview was in the shop sales area and was often noisy, and subject to

interruptions if a customer entered. The questions and answers here were quite short

and could be completed in 10-15 minutes.

The question schedules followed principles set out in Bailey (1978, p.119), Kitchin
(1999, pp.52/3), and Fowler (1990, p.42). Questions should be relevant, or the
respondent’s time is being wasted which is unethical, and may be detected by them.
Questions should be in plain English, not vague or containing technical jargon, and
easily understandable. Double questions, ambiguous questions, and double negatives
should be avoided. Otherwise the respondent may answer a different question from the

one asked. The interviewer may need to rephrase the question if the respondent has not

understood it. The respondent was assured that their own views were sought and there
were no ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ answers. If the respondent could not answer a question they
were reassured that was OK; the answer might emerge later with other questions. If
more information was needed, prompts were used like ‘please tell me more’, or ‘tell me
what you mean by that’; without pressuring the respondent. Hypothetical questions
should be avoided where possible, although for this research it was desirable to know
the maximum distance a respondent would walk to the shops. To answer this, the

respondent would often give the actual distance from them to the shops, if this was
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walkable for them; the researcher then did not know if, had the shops been further, they
would still have walked there. A solution to this was to nominate a local landmark,

further than the shops, and ask if they would walk there if that was where the shops

WCEIC.

The questions should be in a logical order to avoid confusing the respondent, but on the
other hand the appearance of a common thread through the questions should be avoided
as a ‘response set’ may be encountered where all the answers support a single theme or
idea. Filter questions can be used, such as “does anyone who does not live in your
household buy food for you” and only if the answer is ‘yes’, asking more about this.
This saves time in the interview, and avoids making assumptions about the respondent.
Emotive words like ‘greedy’ or ‘pollution’ should be avoided as these may bias the
answers. Also avoided are leading questions like ‘don’t you think that...>. Potentially
biased questions like ‘should the supermarkets be taxed’ can be better put on a Likert
scale of ‘agree strongly/agree/no opinion/disagree/disagree strongly’, and this can be
analysed in a part-quantitative manner. ‘Don’t knows’ are coded separately. Sensitive
questions such as on income or age are put last. Then if the respondent objects, useful

information has still been obtained and they are not prejudiced against the interviewer

for the other questions.

Overall there was some ‘learning by doing’ and questions that had been problematic in
earlier interviews were adapted slightly in later ones. This did not invalidate any
research or make later interviews incompatible because the questions were a framework
for the respondent to express their own views anyway. In later interviews, contentious
topics could be brought up, without affecting the respondent/interviewer attitude, by

attributing them to a third party. For example, ‘some people have said X; what do you
think to that?’

The main factor was to preserve what Bailey (1987, p.58), calls ‘face validity’; is the
instrument, the questionnaire, really measuring what the researcher thinks it is? Does it
provide an adequate sample of what is being measured? There are a number of non-
verbal traps to be avoided, besides the questionnaire wording. The interviewer’s own
bias may come across in several ways, in the question wording, in non-verbal responses
to the answers, or in the interpretation of what is said. It is best to approach each
interview with an ‘agnostic’ viewpoint, with no preconceptions about the respondent’s
aims or actions at all, if it is possible to ‘wipe one’s own mind’ this way. However it is

not just the researcher’s own attitude that may cause problems. The respondent will
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often try and please the interviewer, and many in this research brought out tea and
biscuits, and some even turned up for the interview when feeling unwell. This may give
rise to ‘interviewer bias’, when the respondent tries to give an answer that will please
the interviewer, when in fact the real answer may have been, for example, ‘I don’t
know’. Likewise, income or assets may be exaggerated to make the respondent look
better. If the interviewer suspects this they may ask the same question a different way
but this can be risky. If the respondent spots this, they may become antagonised to the

interviewer and the opposite side of this problem emerges. Face-to-face interviews can

give non-verbal clues to this that will be missed on postal or phone interviews.

The attitude of the respondent may shift during the interview. In this research, there
was a detectable shift by some respondents from a right wing viewpoint towards a more
socially oriented viewpoint as successive questions made them think more about social
exclusion. This is called ‘sensitisation’. A similar problem is ‘maturation effects’,
where a subject being researched is also being reported in the media, and later

respondents have a different set of views and knowledge from earlier ones. In this

research, the concept of food deserts became better known due to media reporting, and
may have altered the views of respondents interviewed later on. That cannot be
controlled for, except by attempting to ensure that all respondents of a certain type are
interviewed within as short time period as possible. However, time, resource, and
financial constraints may work against this. Like ‘maturation, ‘history’ can be a threat
to the research. If a major event occurs during the research timetable, answers given
before and after may not be comparable, for example research on terrorism conducted
over a period including September 11, 2001. Changes in retail provision are relatively
frequent, and during the course of this research several large supermarkets opened in
Leeds and in Brigg. The Parishes Centre in Scunthorpe was also announced and was
well publicized to open just after interviewing concluded, in Autumn 2002. However

‘history’ can be turned to the advantage of the researcher by asking the respondents

their opinion of these changes.

When transcribing the tapes onto paper, there was the problem of many respondents not
talking in discrete sentences, or even in correct grammar. Transcription should be
exactly as the respondent spoke, but the transcriber still has to add some punctuation.
This should be based on the pauses as the respondent spoke, but there is still room for
interpretation, and therefore error. Two examples show the huge change of thought that
can be made by the presence of absence of even a comma. Firstly, in the 1960s the

USA tax authorities put an import tax on ‘fruit vegetables’. They meant ‘fruit, -
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vegetables’. The omission of the comma in the legislation resulted in this tax only
applying to a narrow category of foods, and meant a huge loss of revenue till new
Jegislation could be passed. Secondly, consider the difference between ‘I tell you today,

I shall be in Leeds’ and ‘I tell you, today I shall be in Leeds’. The sense of timing has

been completely altered due to the transposition of the comma.

These threats to the research validity can be minimised by careful research tactics but

never entirely eliminated; obtaining a wide sample of respondents can lessen their

impact further by broadening the range of opinions sampled.

3.3.7. Analysing the interview data

The semi-structured interviews with over 200 respondents produced a wealth of data,
around 100-150 hours of tape recorded comments, as well as some shopkeeper
interviews not tape recorded but noted down on paper only. Many of the coping
strategies employed emerged from this data. However first the data had to be organised
in some manner so that trends could be identified, redundancy could be eliminated, and
a picture of what food deserts may exist or are perceived by respondents built up. The

researcher chose to organise this data by the stages of the shopping process as noted in

section 1.6. This was because it is at these stages of the journey, the entire
‘consumption journey’ from the shopper leaving their home to finally consuming the
food, where obstacles to such consumption may occur. It is these obstacles that
comprise the essence of food deserts; these obstacles are the reasons why healthy food

is not consumed and why costs such as medical treatment arise.

The analytical process was an iterative one; interviewee comments do not come in neat
categorical ‘boxes’, but, especially with semi structured interviews, tend to mention
many topics within one interview, or even one sentence. Once the data had been
transferred from tape, or paper, to a Word document on computer, sorting categories
meant reading and re-reading the data, sometimes duplicating comments in different
categories before sorting out the redundant comments. Initially, the volume of data
grew somewhat before sorting and reduction. Sorting the data involved discarding
some comments and selection of those to use in the final thesis. This created a
dilemma. Should the researcher use the unusual comments, eliciting perhaps
unrecognised types of food desert for the classification in Chapter Seven, and yet risk
picking atypical cases that would not correlate with other research in this field? Or

should the researcher stay with comments that triangulate with existing knowledge



78

about food deserts, and miss any new situations concerning food access? Does one

household, in a unique food access situation, constitute another type of food desert; if

not, how many households are required to constitute such a new type?

This ‘minimum size’ question is further dealt with in section 7.2. However the
quantitative research needed to estimate such a *‘minimum size’ has not yet been done

and would require resources beyond this research. For this research, therefore,

opinions, statements, and the like concerning food access and related topics were used

if backed up in broad theme by a total of five sources. ‘Sources’ here could be actual
respondent’s interviewed but also might include other research or media reports. Other
research might include both that published in academic journals and that done by the

researcher in other cities such as Birmingham or London. Thus the food desert

classification proposed in Chapter Seven includes some previously unmentioned

venues for food desert yet these venues, associated food access problems, and

attempted coping strategies, were mentioned by at least five, often considerably more,

sources.

A decision had to be made on whether to use a program such as NUDIST to analyse the
data. This would have incurred time learning the program, to be set off against time
possibly saved in analysis. However there could be more flexibility in categorising the

data if done manually, so the computer was used only for word-processing the

interview data.

This chapter has detailed how the respondents were chosen and interviewed, and how
the shops were mapped. Chapter Four, looks at the supply side of grocery shopping.
The results of the interviews of shops are given, and the results of the agency

interviews where these relate to the supply side of food retailing. Chapter Five

investigates the demand side of grocery shopping. Here all the stages of access by the

shopper to the shops are examined, along with any problems that may occur at each

stage.
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Chapter Four
Results of the shop interviews and shops mapping

4.1. The development of the small shop since 1950

4.1.1. General trends in small shops since 1950

Section 2.1, traced the origins of the small store in Britain from its seventeenth century

role as work-shops producing goods for sale in travelling fairs to its peak in the 1950s.

This section looks at the changes in this type of retailing since then.

Table 2, below, gives the approximate number of single-store shops, of all types, in
Britain, 1950-2000.

1950 = 450,000
1960 = 360,000
1970 = 330,000
1980 = 225,000
1990 = 215,000
2000 = 200,000.

Sources, Burt (1997), Wrigley (1988), and various newspaper reports 1999-2002.

Table 3, below, shows how the market share (of the total UK grocery market) of small
independent grocery shops has changed between 1900 and 2000.

1900 = 80%
1940 = 54%
1950 = 54%
1960 = 51%
1970 = 43%
1980 = 32%
1990 =25%
2000 = 18%

Sources, Tanburn (1981, p.22), Haberberg (2001, p.664), The Guardian (20/12/99,
p.19)
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The actual numbers of single-store independent ‘grocery’ or ‘greengrocery’ shops is
harder to determine because different sources use different definitions, so figures for
various years do not tally. Here, the definition of a greengrocer is a shop selling no
food other than fresh fruit and vegetables, although flowers or other goods may also be
sold. A grocer is treated as a general store selling all kinds of staple foods, tinned.
frozen, and fresh. The following figures are from several sources (stated below) and
may involve interpolations between different years. Where estimates vary greatly

between sources, the range of estimates 1s given.

Table 4, below, gives the numbers of independent grocery (convenience) stores in the

UK, various years.

1950 = 250,000

1960 = 120,000

1970 = 80,000 - 106,000
1980 = 50,000 - 68,000.
1990 = 30 - 39,000
2000 = 21,000

Figure 6 presents the information in tables 3 and 4 together.

E Single store numbers
(000's )

B Market share, %

1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000
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Table 5 below shows the changes in numbers of other types of independent store
between 1970 and 1980.

Bakers:- 1970 = 19,000, 1980 = 12,000. - 37%
Butchers:- 1970 = 33,000, 1980 =21,000. -36%
Fishmongers:- 1970 = 6,000, 1980 = 2,800. -53%
Greengrocers:-1970 = 29,000, 1980 = 12,000. -59%
Off-licences:- 1970 = 9,500, 1980 = 9,000. -5%

Sources, Tanburn (1981, pp.13-14), Johnson (1987, p.275), The Guardian (5/8/99,
p.23), Daily Express (12/1/00, p.6)

For details on retail development within the research study areas, see section 4.7.1.

These figures show that between 1950 and 2000, the number of independent stores in
Britain fell by 55%. The number of independent convenience or grocery stores fell by
over 90%, and their volume of food trade fell by nearly 80%. There was a smaller fall
in trading volume than in shop numbers as it is selectively the marginal, low volume,
stores that have closed. Some convenience stores have copied the supermarkets and
moved more into non-food sales. Some greengrocers have diversified into flowers. A
Crowle greengrocers and florist said “We need both to survive. I can get vegetables
cheaper than the supermarkets because I drive to the wholesaler [in Sheffield] myself’.
He has to drive there anyway to get the flowers, so the two products support each other.
Eventually the grocery side may be seen as less profitable and abandoned. Butchers
have also declined; many have moved into sandwiches and pre-packed meats,
becoming more like takeaways. “People don’t buy fresh meat now, they used to get a
joint on a Saturday, we will end up selling sandwiches only” [R.23 Belle Isle butcher].
Meat consumption in the UK has fallen following a number of food scares such as BSE
and Foot and Mouth (see section 4.1.3). Cheap pub meals were also blamed for the

demise of weekend meat joint sales. Shopkeepers may be keen to find an external cause
to blame for declining business, but these trends were mentioned by several

respondents, as well as the media.

Some types of non-food shop are also declining, and this may reduce the trade of small

food shops on suburban parades. The end of RPM on pharmaceutical goods has

enabled the supermarkets to enter this business profitably (see section 2.3.3), creaming

off non-prescription goods like sunglasses and vitamin pills. However local High Street
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chemists also have a community role, (see section 4.6.1), delivering medicines to the
elderly and disabled, and giving medical advice informally to customers. The informal
setting encouraged people to seek advice here where they would not bother going to
their GP (Guardian II, 17/1/01, p.2). This could save the NHS money by giving early
warning of costly progressive diseases. However one Birmingham convenience store

appreciated the closure of the chemist next door, because there was now more off-street

parking available for his customers.

4.1.2. Loss of local financial facilities, banks and Post Offices

Access to money is crucial for shopping for those without a bank account and credit
card, that is, many of the poor and elderly. Shareholder pressure for increasing profits
and dividends is forcing the closure of smaller rural and inner-urban banks. Older
persons may not wish to changes from the cash payments they are accustomed to; they
see little benefit in moving to a bank account system. The UK government, to save
money, wants to transfer Benefit (including Pension) payments onto electronic cash
transfer and to set up special Post-Office-based bank accounts for those with no bank
account. It costs central government 79p to process a Giro transaction but just 1p to
process an Automatic Cash Transaction through a bank. However some Post Offices
derive 40% of their income from the present system of benefits transactions. The UK
government plans to close many smaller Post offices. The UK had 22,000 Post Offices
in 1980 but only 17,846 in 2002, half in rural and half in urban areas (rural being
defined as serving a community of less than 10,000, (Daily Telegraph, 16/10/02, p.4).

This has a negative impact on local grocery provision in four ways. Firstly, if the Post
office is closed, cash-users must travel to a main retailing centre where access to cash is
still available. They will then shop there; although this means carrying the shopping
further back home, this is preferable because there is a crime risk in carrying sums of
cash for any distance. Cash machines (ATMs) exist in local shops, and will be available
within Post Offices, but a flat rate charge i1s made for withdrawals. This has risen from
£1.00 when ATMs were first installed in 1999 to around £1.50 in 2003 (Independent
Retail News, 30/5/03, pp.60-2). This will hit the poor most, because they tend to make
smaller withdrawals. Pensioners may face long and expensive journeys to access cash,
or if disabled, they have to pay a carer to go instead (Guardian, 8/4/00, p.5). Secondly,

the village Post office 1s often also the local grocery store, and neither the grocery nor

3 Figures from The Guardian (16/12/02, p.7) “Ghost-town Britain looms”.
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the Post Office function may be profitable enough to survive on its own. If the Post

Office has its own premises, village shops lose 15% of their takings if it closes, and
25% if the Post Office shares the premises. Thirdly, shops have to pay a fee to the
credit card company each time a customer uses credit cards for payment. Larger
businesses can absorb this fee, because it is a flat rate per payment and their
transactions are larger, but if people pay by card for £5 of groceries, much of the shop’s
profit is taken by fees. Fourthly, if many small Post offices close, queues in the
remainder for pensions will be very long and this will force pensioners to open bank
accounts, to avoid standing for long periods. The closure of bank branches not only
deprives consumers of access to cash, as with Post Offices, but directly affects small
businesses, as they have to bank their cash takings. The shop either has to close whilst
the cash is delivered to a more distant bank, or the shopkeeper has to pay someone to

take it, creating a security risk. In Totland, Isle of Wight, within 18 months of the last

bank closing, only one shop was left operating.

Solutions include having the Post Office in a pub or even a church. The former has
already been tried successfully in Ireland (A.107, rural preservation), where Post Office
opening hours, including the attached grocery business, actually lengthened to those of
the pub, 11am to 11pm. The latter venue for the Post Office has been proposed by the

church as being a return to its old mediaeval role as a community centre (Yorkshire
Post, 18/9/00, p.1). However there could be religious and architectural objections to
this. Another possibility is for villages to ‘share’ Post offices, having the premises in
one village manned on Mondays and Wednesdays, the other on Tuesdays and
Thursdays. But this would not save on premises costs, unless the Post Office was
housed in a mobile van. But some villagers have objected to mobile retail and financial
facilities parked in their village (section 5.5). The Independent Retail News (30/5/03,
p.10) reported that a Scottish sub-Post Office was to double as the police station after

the original station closed down. Adding other services to the Post Office could be a

way of ensuring the future of isolated branches.

4.1.3. Other changes in the rural economy

Rural areas have seen intense downwards pressure on farm incomes, and also the
purchase of rural homes by urban workers for use as commuter homes or holiday
homes. The decline in farm incomes has opened the way to city dwellers outbidding

rural locals in the housing market. The 1996 PPG policies tend to discourage rural

commercial development, but “the biggest single thing to help rural shops is having the
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workforce based in or close to the village; once they leave the village to work they’re
going to shop that way too” (A.95, Lincolnshire MP). However, provision of rural
workplaces might raise objections concerning commercial development of villages,
probably from ‘nimbys’ who themselves live in the village but work in town. The
supermarkets have used their considerable buying power to force down farm prices,
whilst demanding high and consistent quality in farm produce. In 2002, East Anglian
pea farmers were paid 17p akilo, 8p less than 5 years ago (Guardian 29/3/02, p.18);
processing, cleaning, and packaging those peas may add a further 18p a kilo but the

supermarket sold the peas for 98p a kilo. Supermarkets may demand further price
reductions for prominent positioning of the product on the supermarket shelf. The fall

in farm prices means only the largest, most mechanised, farms can generate a

reasonable income for their owner.

e

Table 6. Comparison of superma%ket food prices and prices paid to farmers (Guardian
9/11/02, p9).

Food item
Beef/kg
Pork loin/kg
Carrots/kg
Onions/kg

Milk/litre
Peas/kg

Price to the farmer
£1.72 (25.1%)
£0.95 (19.9%)
£0.16 (27.6%)
£0.17 (23.3%)
£0.09 (25.0%)
£0.17 (17.3%)
£0.05 (16.7%)

Supermarket price

£6.58
£4.78
£0.58
£0.73
£0.36
£0.98
£0.30

Potatoes/kg

The average farm income in 2000 was between £5,000 and £10,000 a year (Guardian
I1, 5/2/02, p.64), a third of the early 1990s level, and most farmers are now living off
savings. Farms may behave like small shops in that an uneconomic farm does not close
immediately but when the farmer, having worked long hours to make a living, retires or
dies, no one will take it on. Then it closes, the farmhouse is sold off to an urban buyer,
and the land is incorporated in a nearby farm to gain economies of scale. Between 1980
and 1994 11% of farmers and 34% of farm workers left the land; between 1997 and
2002 UK farm employees fell from 680,000 to 580,000; this depressed spending in

- rural shops. Farm jobs continue to fall at 20-30,000 a year, and like the small shops,
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farmers blame red tape and regulations for some of this.>* Like small shopkeepers, the

average age of a farmer is high, at 57; many more will soon retire.

Tourism in rural areas was severely hit by the Foot and Mouth crisis of 2001. The food
crises of the 1990s, such as BSE and salmonella, reduced farm incomes and put people
off buying butchers’ produce, see section 4.2.2. The decline in farming had had a
negative-multiplier effect on many small rural businesses, from cattle markets to
agricultural machinery suppliers. "Brigg has lost the cattle market, so the farmers don't

come and buy machinery, so the local engineering companies are in trouble" (A.106,

rural preservation). As with the butchers earlier, one needs to be cautious of single-
cause explanations for economic changes, but the rural economy around Brigg is not
exactly thriving. Small Lincolnshire villages like Bonby and Saxby, which only ever

had farm-based employment "now have virtually nobody employed in agriculture there
now" (A.95, Lincolnshire MP).

4.1.4. Loss of retail facilities

Many rural facilities were little used by village residents who commuted to an urban
job. Rural school rolls fell, as it was often older families, children grown up, who could
afford to move into rural homes. Small rural schools were merged into town schools by
Local Education Authorities to save money. This means mothers drive their children to
the nearest town, then shop there rather than at the village shop. Higher house prices
have led to both husband and wife working, making it more likely the family shop will
be done at an out-of-town supermarket after work. Because a car is vital for commuting
from village to town, the rural bus service lost custom. A vicious circle was set up of
declining bus revenue, withdrawal of services, more decline in use as more villagers
acquired cars, and further falls in revenue. The poor and elderly, without cars, were
either excluded from travel out of the village, or forced to move to a town. Either way,
they may suffer 1solation and come to depend on relatives to buy food for them. Bus
services can be subsidised by the local council but this cost becomes hard to justify if
the buses are running with very few passengers on board (section 5.2). "4t nine o clock
there's a mass exodus, off to school and off to work, all the young people get in their
car and drive to Lincoln. People say, don't do away with the village shop, the Post
Office, but in the end they don't support them" (A.24, Jewish congregation,

3 Figures in this paragraph are from, Lang, (1997, p.173), Daily Express (27/1/01, p.8)
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Lincolnshire). This idea of ‘use [the local shop] or lose it> was mentioned by several

respondents.

Shops in urban areas, and in smaller market towns, are also declining. There has been
concern about the impact of supermarkets on small market towns, especially since the

supermarkets started targeting these venues for branches (section 2.3.2). Brigg had "five

or six butchers ten years ago but now [2001] we're down to three", (A.79, Lincolnshire

police). The last one to close was three months earlier, shortly after the new Tesco

opened in Brigg. In Otley, a market town north of Leeds, many grocers converted to

financial outlets during the 1980s (A.91, Leeds councillor) and these are now [2001]
being turned into houses as house prices rise rapidly, due to demand from Leeds

commuters. As in the rural areas, shops on small parades, and especially single shops

alone, are most likely to close (Davies, 1987, p.87).

4.2. The economics of small shops

4.2.1 The different types of costs faced by small shops

All businesses must ultimately produce an excess of profit over costs, or fail, just as a

living organism that expends more energy than it eats will die, although both

businesses and organisms may be able to survive long periods where expenditure
exceeds income. Business costs are classified as fixed or variable; there are also
psychological costs and opportunity costs, these are discussed later. Fixed costs are
those incurred irrespective of how much trading is done, such as the rental of the
premises. Variable costs are incurred due to trading, such as the wholesale price of the
goods sold. As it is the 'trading’ that brings in money, the excess of profit over trading,
or variable, costs must cover fixed costs as well. This excess is the 'mark up' that shops
put on wholesale goods before reselling them. The analogy would be a predatory
organism that must run to catch its prey; the prey must provide enough energy to cover
the running as well as the basic metabolism of the predator. This is the basis of why
economies of scale are so effective, and hence why globalisation has taken off.
Companies that do much trading need a smaller mark up because the fixed costs are
more thinly spread. Larger companies gain yet more advantage because they can
convert some fixed costs to variable ones. For example, they can use labour more
flexibly, leading ultimately to the zero hours contract (section 2.3.6). For larger

businesses, fixed costs diminish absolutely as well as relatively per unit of goods sold.



87

Typically a small shop will hav'e 60% of its costs as fixed costs and only 40% as
variable (Beaujeu-Gardner, 1979, p.230). A small shop may have sales of £150-
£200,000 annually, about £500 a day, and the shopkeeper may wish to make 10% of
sales as profit. Even this would give a gross income (pre-tax) of barely £18,000 a year,
assuming the same income is maintained on Sundays; the median UK wage at the end
of 2002 was £19,500 a year. This shopkeeper will aim to make £4 on every £40 of
sales, which, according to Beaujeu-Gardner, must also cover £60 of fixed costs. The
total mark up on £40 1s then £64, or 160%.* If sales fall by just 5%, variable costs of
£38 now produce revenue of £98.80, yet total costs are now (£38+£60) or £98. Profits
fall from £10 to 80p; a 5% fall in sales has cut profits by 92%. These figures should
suggest that a small shop suffering a drop in sales volume should close swiftly but
economic logic says the opposite. Economics says a loss-making business should
continue to trade so long as at least variable costs are covered. If these are covered,
there is something to partially offset fixed costs and the business is losing less money
than by not trading, although if this continues indefinitely the business will go

bankrupt. Since small shops have a relatively low proportion of costs as variable, they

will probably cover these in loss-making trading.

This tells us three important things about small shops. Firstly, the higher prices of
corner shops are not necessarily just because the shopkeeper is exploiting the spatial
monopoly of the shop. Secondly, it shows why crime is likely to close a small shop (see
section 4.3.2). Say 4% of goods are lost due to shoplifting from the example shop
above. We now have £38.40 of goods left at a 160% mark up to produce revenue of
£99.84. Costs have not reduced; they may rise if there is criminal damage caused, and
all the £10 profit has gone; instead there is a loss of 16p. Even if insurance covers more
serious crimes, premiums will likely rise, which economically is similar to a pure loss
due to shoplifting. In a similar way, any rise faced by small shops in their fixed costs,
such as rent or rates, has to be made up by a large amount of extra trading or the shop
will eventually close. The costs of anti-crime measures such as CCTV or shutters can
be high. Crime may impose psychological costs, especially if guns or an assault were
involved; fear of a repeat incident may cause a financially viable shop to close. Thirdly

it tells us why small shops facing competition from a new supermarket will take up to

¥ This economic analysis assumes that all variable costs of a small shop are attributable
to the wholesale prices of the goods it sells. In fact there will be other variable costs
such as sales taxes. Allowing for these other costs would strengthen this argument
because then the actual mark-up required on wholesale prices to achieve a given profit
as a percentage of sales would be even higher than the 160% mentioned here.
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two years to close (Tanburn, 1981, p.17). After the supermarket opens the small shop is
trading at a loss but may be covering its (relatively low) variable costs. It will trade at

an overall loss for perhaps two to three years, before closing. In that time other events
such as a robbery or the shopkeeper’s retirement may intervene. This makes judging

the impact on small shops by a supermarket hard to do; this is politically to the

supermarket’s advantage.

Opportunity costs are the alternative revenues of a use of capital foregone by its present

use. If an alternative use is more profitable, opportunity cost exceeds revenue. This can

cause even a profitable business to close. There will be transactions costs, the costs of
converting the capital, such as premises, to the alternative use; this must be set against
opportunity costs. If the alternative use is closely related to the former use, transactions
costs will be lower. Profitable greengrocers are being replaced by even more profitable
florists businesses, because the business needs and practices are similar. However in
Armley a greengrocer closed because the proprietor could then use the premises as a
head office for his more profitable coach travel firm. Psychological costs are also
important, if hard to quantify. Barely profitable shops may keep going because the

shopkeeper enjoys that lifestyle, likes seeing the regular customers, and does not want

to retire. There is a psychological cost in closing the shop.

4.2.2. Business regulations, lack of support from banks and councils

Almost every businessperson will complain about government regulation, however
little there is, and some regulation is certainly necessary for public and employee
safety. However business regulations have increased in recent years, and a problem for
small shops is that regulations supposedly applying equally to all shops impose a higher
burden on small shops with less resources of staff, time, and money to comply
(Beaujeu-Gardner, 1979, p.42). Regulations may impose a one-off cost such as a
licence to change use, or a requirement to re-wire the premises, or they may be a
continual drain on the business, such as annual trading licences. The regulatory burden
on shops has increased as fierce competition has tempted unscrupulous operators to cut
corners, especially in the food industry, and they achieve their lower prices by evading
or ignoring hygiene, safety rules, and certification. Then all law-abiding businesses
face higher costs to curb unsafe practices by a few, Competitive pressures have also
reduced margins for unexpected events, so we try to eliminate them or seek
compensation for them. Related to this is increased environmental awareness, either

global or local. There are concerns about global CO, levels and shortage of landfill
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sites, and, locally, householders are increasingly less willing to bear any loss or risk of
loss to their house value. This means less tolerance of smells from restaurants, so food
shops wanting to diversify into serving hot food face a mass of regulation on
everything from opening hours, noise, and seating arrangements to kitchen ventilation
and planning permission. A food retailer may see a shift into serving hot food as an up-
market diversification, and as doing something the supermarkets offer less competition
in. But these shops live "continually on the edge of being reclassified as a restaurant,
which would plunge them into an even deeper and costlier bureaucratic mire (Sunday
Telegraph, 11/3/01, p.1). "Licences for outdoor seating cost £300 or £400 plus a
similar amount annually, and it takes 80 hours of form filling just to open a shop"
[A.97, Leeds councillor]. This respondent did not say how typical this ‘eighty hours’
was, but other commercial respondents mentioned the need for large amounts of

paperwork in their business.

The transformation of the EU from a free trade area into something resembling a
political union has imposed harmonisation costs such as metrication on shops.
Conversion to the Euro is the next big cost many shops fear. Metrication and the Euro
are not wanted by the older generation that tend to use small local butchers shops. The
EU has passed laws requiring part time staff to have full-time benefits such as holiday

and redundancy pay, adding to shop's employment costs. Local councils, pressed for

cash by changes in governmental finance (section 2.2.4) may use the licence
requirements as a cash cow, raising costs arbitrarily. Licence costs and requirements
are not consistent between councils (Sunday Telegraph, 11/3/01, p.1), suggesting some
councils are charging more than they need to. Councils may not take the needs of small
shops into account when implementing major housing or traffic changes. In Priory
Lane Scunthorpe (LS 62,10), and in Wincobank, Sheffield, the councils began mass-
demolition of hundreds of homes.>> A convenience store in Scunthorpe, dependent on
trade from Priory Lane, only discovered the plan in the local paper, and the Wincobank
storekeeper had just completed a £20,000 extension to his shop. He felt the council
could have told him of the demolition plans when granting him planning permission for
the extension. However shopkeepers do not trust 'bureaucratic' council advisors (Policy
Action Team 13, 2000, p.510), preferring advice from friends and family, so advice to
shopkeepers on local housing and transport issues may be best delivered informally

through community groups. Many shopkeepers said they would like a 'one-stop-shop’

for advice on availability of grants and other business matters. Shopkeepers also felt

* Information from informal interviews with the two shops concerned.
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more need to be informed of schemes to support retailing, for example rural support

schemes, see section 4.5.1.

4.2.3. Prices in small shops, wholesalers, and supermarkets

Because small shops need markups of over 100% to make a living, but the largest
supermarkets can make a profit with markups in single percentage figures, prices in
small shops may be double those at superstores. In Sparkbrook, Birmingham, a small
shop sold flour at 80p a kilo but at a small supermarket 1 kilometre away it was 47p a
kilo. A 2-litre bottle of coke was 80p in a small shop but Sainsbury had a BOGOF offer
of 2 2-litre bottles for £1. With tinned tomatoes the price differential was worse;
because the small shop only bought one box at a time, they were 80p a tin there, but
Sainsbury sold them at Sp a tin. The small shop paid, wholesale, £12 a box of tins:
Sainsbury paid £2 a box. Small shops complained that Makro wholesale prices were the
same as supermarket retail prices, or more than Netto's retail prices, "and we have to
fetch the goods from Makro. “The supermarkets can do this because they are their own
wholesalers", (R.1 Hyde Park grocers). The supermarkets may also use their perception
of cheapness amongst the public to make quite large markups on occasion. Either the
supermarket price is not so far below the small shop's price, or the supermarket has,

through its buying power, negotiated a supply price far below what the supermarket

customer sees.

Far from making large profits on the higher retail prices, some small shops sold goods
at a loss. A convenience store in East Park sold bread at 55p, despite paying the
wholesaler 89p, because Morrison in Hunslet sold it for 39p. By selling bread at a loss,
the smaller shop hoped to get customers to also buy high profit items like cigarettes,
lottery tickets, and alcohol. However smuggling is reducing this trade. The UK has
higher duties on alcohol and cigarettes than other EU countries and many people go to
France to buy these items more cheaply. In January 2003, a pack of 20 cigarettes
costing £4.51 in the UK could be bought in Belgium for £1.97, and the Tobacco
Alliance, representing over 21,000 corner shop owners, was calling for cuts in duty to
bring the price down to around £4 (Financial Times, 27/1/03, p.4). The Independent
Retail News (7/6/03, p.8) estimated that independent retailers were losing up to £1,000
a week to tobacco smuggling, and this was causing job losses in the small shop sector.

Supermarkets also use alcohol as a loss leader, especially over the Christmas period,

further eroding the sales of local small stores.
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However, some supermarkets offer a real advantage to less well off customers. “The
supermarkets do a free bus service, good for the poor on benefits, but bad for local
shops. There are 3,000 council properties on Belle Isle and local shops find it hard to
survive there” (A.62 Leeds council housing). A.39, elderly support Scunthorpe, stated
“In Scunthorpe money is tight and elderly people are going to use the supermarket by
whatever means they can. Aldi, Lidl, Netto, they don’t have the range of goods that
Tesco and Safeway have but they 're very, very, inexpensive. If [the corner shop] is
going to cost you £2 or £3 more than the supermarket, you're going to try and get to
the supermarket. The majority of people in this town worked on the steelworks. They’ve

got a miserly pension, they have to watch every penny they’ve got. Elderly people can

in a lot of cases get to these establishments, and pass corner shops to do so”.
Supermarkets can offer the advantages of both lower prices and better access for the

disabled, hence the coping strategy of many poorer households in Belle Isle of using

taxis to get shopping back home from Morrison.

Clawback of trade is an argument often used by the supermarkets to show they benefit
shops in smaller towns. The example of Exmouth, Devon, is used to show that when a
supermarket opened there, shoppers no longer travelled to Exeter supermarkets, so
small Exmouth shops did more trade too. Does 'clawback of trade' work, or does the

presence of a supermarket in a small town reduce the trade of local shops? Two
examples where it does work and two where it does not show the answer lies in the
local micro-geography. In Bramley shopping centre (LS 20,37), west Leeds, there is a
large Morrison, just off a car park surrounded by small shops. These shops do fairly
well, even a butcher, because customers have to pass the small shops to get to
Morrison. The butcher sells specialist meats the supermarket does not stock. Booths
also said that their supermarket in Garstang, and a Safeway, had brought trade to
Garstang's small shops because of the parking Safeway provided, encouraging
customers not to drive further to Preston or Lancaster. However Booths also said their
supermarket at Knutsford had "to a certain extent denuded the town centre of foot
traffic” (A.104, Booths supermarket), because it ts across a main road from the old
centre. Tesco in Brigg has a car park accessible from the by-pass, and allows anybody,
customer or not, to park for 2 hours free. This should help Brigg's small shops as most
town centre parking in Brigg is charged for. However the shops, and stalls at Brigg
farmer's market, did a survey showing that few people who used Tesco also used Brigg
centre shops. Brigg High Street is only a few hundred metres from Tesco's car park but
the Tesco is at the back of the High Street shops; there is no clear link between the two.

These examples show that clawback of trade does not work by simple proximity of



92

supermarkets to small shops, but that the pedestrian flow generated by the supermarket

must actually pass the small shops. A relatively insignificant barrier, such as a road or

the unattractive backs of shops, may break that link.

4.3. Social and demographic causes of decline in small shops

4.3.1. Changes in diet, food technology, RPI

Changing family structures, more women working, and work intensification and longer
hours (section 2.2.5) has led to more time pressure on families. The effect of this was
stated by A.24 (Jewish congregation, living in Heightington, Lincolnshire) who said
“Seven o’ clock till nine there’s a mass exodus, off to school and off to work. All the
young people get in their car and drive to Lincoln. People say ‘don’t do away with the
village shop, the Post Office, but in the end they don’t support them”. With limited
time, many spend less time on home cooking. The average time spent preparing a meal
at home in Britain fell from 60 to 20 minutes between 1980 and 1999, and consumer
expenditure on cook-chilled meals in the UK rose by 53% between 1992 and 1997
(Haberberg, 2001, p.671). Domestic consumption of frozen foods began when Mr.
Clarence Birdseye introduced them in Massachusetts, USA in the 1930s; canned food
had appeared in 1860, to meet the needs of the US navy. Ice making technology was
perfected in the 1870s, enabling bulk transport of meat by ship from Australia and
Argentina. The 'electrical wave' of innovations in the 1880s and 1890s introduced the
food freezer, which could be used to store meat, enabling shopping to be done in large
weekly trips to a supermarket (Haberberg, 2001, p.661). Initially, freezing tended to
damage the flavour and nutritional value of food but in the 1980s cook-chill technology
meant more complex dishes and sauces could be readily made in the microwave
(Haberberg, 2001, p.667). Some flats in London's Docklands, designed for young,
single, highly paid, executives working long hours have, to save space, been built with
no cooker, just a microwave to heat food. There are health ﬁsks here because many
ready-to-cook dishes are high in sugar, fat, and salt to enhance the flavour (section 1.2).
The package holiday to Spain came to Britain in the 1960s, as wealth rose and air travel
improved. This impoverished many British coastal holiday towns, creating some food
deserts there today. It also introduced exotic dishes to Britain, including paella,
spaghetti, and pizza. A further broadening of holiday destinations in the 1970s, the
migration of south Asians to the UK, and TV cookery programmes by Madhur Jaffery

and others, created a taste for Indian, Thai, and Chinese foods in Britain.
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The popularity of fast food, pasta, and pizza, has eroded the trade of greengrocers,
butchers and fishmongers. "Its all Burger King, fast food, chips now, there's no quality
meat, abattoirs are centralised so Salmonella spreads across the whole country" (R.16,
Scholes butcher). Specialist foodstores became more like mini-supermarkets, with
freezers full of a range of ready-meals. Changes in the basket of goods used to calculate
the RPI illustrate changes to British society and diet. In 2002 loose tea was replaced by

tea bags (quicker and more convenient). Stock cubes have gone, as Sunday roasts have

declined. Frozen foods, Chinese and Indian takeaways are in, but skimmed milk and
tinned salmon have been dropped for frozen prawns and processed cheese. Milk in pint
bottles and stewing steak are also now off the RPI, ousted by reduced calorie and
frozen vegetarian meals (Daily Telegraph, 19/3/02, p.11). The RPI was first set up in
1947 and then included lard, unskinned rabbits, and condensed milk. The trend towards

self gratification, self and home beautification, (section 2.2.1) is shown by the inclusion
in the 2002 RPI of dumbbells, aluminium ladders (for DIY), leg waxing, sunglasses,

and girls' fashion tops.

As small shops face a declining demand for fruit and vegetables, there is a threshold
where they cannot be stocked at all. Wholesalers are unwilling to make very small
deliveries of them, yet fresh foods spoil quickly and throwing them away is something
small shops cannot afford. Less profitable fruit and vegetable lines have an opportunity
cost as they take up space that could be used for something more lucrative. A market-

failure situation then occurs when there is a small local demand for fruit and vegetables

that cannot economically be met.

4.3.2. Traffic and parking problems

Traffic congestion is a major problem in Britain today. To alleviate this, on-street car

parking is diverted to car parks and these are increasingly being made chargeable. This
raises money for local authorities, but diverts shoppers to the free supermarket car

parks. The number of cars and vans in the UK has risen as shown in Figures 7 and 8
below (DoT figures, from website www.statistics.gov.uk/travel, accessed 26/3/03). Car
ownership is dependent on wealth; 60% of households in the poorest decile have no
car. Car ownership also varies by sex and age. For most age groups, female driving
licence rates are only a third to a half of men's. Only a quarter of people over 65 having
a licence, and "many of these do not drive", (Guardian, 16/5/02, p.11). There are many
reasons why a household may lose its access to a car, such as loss of licence, accident,

ill-health, the car breaks down and is uneconomic to repair, or it is taken to work all
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day by another family member. Usually it is the man who takes the car, leaving the

wife with no transport to access shops.

Figure 7, cars and vans in the UK, 1910-2000, millions.
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Figure 8, households with 0, 1, or 2 or more cars in the UK, 1950-1990, % of all

households.
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The effects of an increasingly car-reliant culture on local shops are therefore complex,
both good and bad for these shops. Cars have eroded the spatial monopoly of many

small corner shops, but have widened the catchment area of other small shops, raising
their trade. Shops gaining here tend to be specialist shops, such as butchers. However,

R.24 (Kwik Save inner south Leeds) said "City businessmen sometimes drive here for

sandwiches, if their office is on the edge of Leeds, it is quicker for them than walking
into Leeds centre", showing how car travel creates winners and losers amongst shops,

both by location and size of shop.

Car parking, even for a brief period outside shops on main roads, causes congestion, yet

shops often need the passing trade motorists bring. Drivers, those delivering as well as

shopping, may fail to realize the congestion effect from stopping for even five minutes
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outside a shop if the road is busy. A.79 (North Lincolnshire police) said “The problem
is, people won't even walk 50 yards if they can park illegally”. 1llegal parking outside
shops on smaller suburban roads could be a problem, for pedestrian safety and if bigger
vehicles then cannot pass. Councils respond by reducing the width of a main road,
creating space for parking bays. This appears to satisfy the need for car access to small
shops, and slow the through traffic for safety purposes. However if the traffic is slowed
too much shoppers will not drive to these shops. Traffic calming measures, besides

reducing bus access (section 5.2.2), also deny drivers access to some shops. Charging

for car parking can force trade away to supermarkets, as can restrictive time limits,
especially if the time allowed does not allow for visiting a number of shops on the
roadside. But if free-for-all parking is allowed, spaces may be taken all day by local
office workers who leave in the evening to shop at supermarkets on the way home.
A.99 (shopping centre manager, Leeds) said “Armley has been hit fairly heavily
because of parking restrictions, double yellow lines everywhere. So there is less
accessibility to local retailers, and a lot of people are looking to move their shops out
of Armley to here [Bramley Centre] because of that. If people can’t park there they're
not going to go to those shops™. Brigg imposed charges on what was a free car park in
2001 after a (central) government auditor suggested charges should be levied. Since
charges were imposed, use of the Brigg council car park has “fallen markedly” (A.79,
North Lincolnshire police). Again, any changes in trading conditions cannot be blamed
exclusively on difficult car parking, but it appears to have an effect on the local shops.
The ring road at Brigg cuts off the side roads from the town centre, reducing the
chances that shoppers will park and walk in. However the adjacent Brigg Tesco
continues to be free for up to 2 hours. The Tesco gains some community credit for

allowing drivers to park there and walk into Brigg centre, S minutes walk away,

although figures suggest that once in the Tesco car park, most do their shopping solely
at Tesco (section 4.2.3).

4.3.3. Crime

Shops are vulnerable to crimes ranging from armed assaults on the staff to petty
shoplifting and vandalism, and activity that is not criminal but still anti-social, such as

gatherings of rowdy youths. Geographical variations in crime on small shops followed

the expected pattern; worse and more violent in inner city areas, less crime and more
oriented towards shoplifting in the rural areas. Inner city stores, probably already only
marginally profitable, find themselves next to bail hostels and alcoholic centres, which

may create crimes like vandalism and shoplifting (R.24 inner south Leeds Kwik Save).
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Rural shoplifters in Brigg "have usually travelled out from Scunthorpe or Grimsby"

(A.79 North Lincolnshire police). However, rural crime may receive less attention
because "people find it hard to accept that poverty and social exclusion can sometimes

exist on beautiful surroundings” (Daily Express, 7/2/01, p.34), see section 4.1.3.

Physical assaults on shop staff are becoming more common. The Daily Telegraph

(25/8/00, p.21) reported that almost a quarter of independent retailers or their staff had

been victims of a violent crime at work and half of these had been targeted more than
once. The Jacksons mini-supermarket in Hyde Park, Leeds, (LS 36,37) had four armed
robberies in seven months. A.49 (Leeds Council planning department) said "many
shopkeepers feel under siege in some areas". The drugs trade affects small inner city
convenience stores in several ways. Drug addicts need large amounts of cash, but Leeds
city centre stores can afford high levels of security and CCTV, so crime is displaced to
suburban areas. Drugs may be a cause of muggings on pensioners who are going to the
shops. They are likely to have cash on them at these times, and the crime risk may

divert their trade to better lit and more secure supermarkets (A.30, neighbourhood

support group, Scunthorpe). Local shops are also used as cover by drug dealers (A.64,
Leeds council housing); deals are done at the back of the aisles, where passing police

cannot see them, and the shopkeeper may not wish to intervene.

Shoplifting and petty vandalism are continual drains on profit (section 4.2.1).
Shopkeepers complained "I would like to have CCTV to deter crime but it is costly, and
the electricity it uses is costly. Adults pinch drink and cigarettes, so that is £20 or £30
of whisky gone, insurance is expensive” (R.21, East Park convenience store). Plate glass
shop windows cost £1,000 and "If you are in a high-crime area you can't get insurance.
The window stays boarded up till the shopkeeper can afford repairs" (A.82, Leeds
police). R.35, Armley greengrocer, said "We need more policing, windows are broken.
If 1 paint the shop it is vandalised, kids vandalised the blind on this shop". So inner city
shops acquire a run-down air because it is not worth doing improvements, and the
shops trading position worsens as shoppers are pushed more to supermarkets. Some
wholesalers advised shops on altering the layout to minimise crime (section 4.4.2).
Some shops had the alcohol at the rear, but next to the fire exit so it was possible to
steal this and run out quickly. Alcohol is often stolen because it is easily resellable, so a
good deterrent 1s to have alcohol sold at a separate till; however this is less convenient
to the customer and sales fall (A.82, Leeds police). Having the shop entrance and exit
close by is also not good for preventing shoplifting, but is seen as customer-friendly by

marketing experts (A.80, Leeds police). There may be a conflict between making a
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shop fortress-like and having it attractive to customers. Shutters are good at deterring
window breakage but ‘make the area look very run down when all the shutters go up’
(A.79, North Lincolnshire police). Shops in conservation areas may find they are
banned from installing steel shutters anyway (Independent Retail News, 30/5/00, p.14).
Thomas and Bromley (1996) says that the presence of large numbers of shuttered shops
may actually raise crime rates. Shutters deter after-hours window shopping and hence
promote desertion of shopping areas after closing time. Both fear of crime and crime
itself may rise. Having the till higher may deter robbers but make it harder for disabled
customers (A.81, Leeds police). Shopkeepers have to be their own local crime experts,
to decide what sort of shutters to use. If burglary is the main problem, shutters inside
the windows are better because the window can be alarmed; but in some areas ‘they
will break the window just for the hell of it, so then external shutters are better’ (A.80,
Leeds police). Alcohol and cigarette smuggling damage what can be the most profitable

side trade of a small convenience store's trade (section 4.2.3).

Anti-social behaviour may occur when crowds of youths gather around shops, and can
be intimidating for customers and the shopkeeper. Shopkeepers fear large groups of

children may cause a distraction as a cover for petty shoplifting. Neighbouring
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