
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Retail Market Commentary

What the heck is going on with retail? In shouty headlines we read that 11,120 shops 

operated by chains have closed, but in much quieter tones is the fact that 5,119 opened. 

In similar vein to the manner in which CV-19 statistics are portrayed i.e. often not in context 

and selected for their negative, fear inducing impact – the balanced view about the whole of 

retail and leisure is given very little air time.

Re-basing of Rents
 

Units became available, frequently as a result of CVA’s or insolvency by multiple 

retailers, which increased the availability of properties on the more prime high 

streets where these type of operators were typically located, which then put 

pressure on rents to be re-based which then allowed expanding but much 

smaller chains, to secure pitches which previously would have been unavailable 

to them. There are many examples of this rebasing taking the form of 50% of 

the rent that was paid pre pandemic. 

This situation will obviously have substantial repercussions as and when these 

investment assets are revalued in instances where the landlord has funding on 

the property, and if landlords are unable to provide sufficient cash to their funder 

in order to redress the loan to value ratio, we may well see many fire sales during 

the course of the next year or two.  

Greater Footfall in Local  
Retail Centres
 

With the mandate from the government to ‘work from home if possible’ during 

most of 2020, footfall in significantly smaller retail centres in urban and village 

locations, have fared, in many instances, better than they did pre-pandemic. This 

is particularly true of operators in the food sector and demand for available units 

in these types of locations has been particularly high, and it is in this sector that 

the majority of the activity took place.

Bringing all of the above closer to home, 
what has this meant for Reading? 

 

New lettings have totaled 15 and include the reletting of the former Debenhams 

to Next in the Oracle and also Suits Direct, Paperchase and Crew Clothing; 

lettings in Broad Street to Up & Running; Tortilla; Mr Simms. In Queen Victoria 

Street to Donughterie; Station Road to Wendy’s; Friar Street to Bru Café, Mystic 

Lounge Tattoo and Paninni shop; Kings Road to Madras Flavours; at Broad Street 

Mall to Strikers and the former post office in Market Place to a medical facility.

With unashamed self-promotion, we are delighted that the deal to Up & Running 

was a Retail Deal of Q4 as awarded by CoStar.

Q4 Vacant Available UK  
(Local Data Co.)

2016 9.68 8.84

2017 9.35 7.40

2018 11.94 12.06

2019 12.75 11.76

2020 13.89 12.75 13.7%

So let’s explore, the flip side of what else 
happened in the retail world and why 2020 
was actually very buoyant in terms of new 
lettings compared to previous years. 

l  EGProperty Link reported a 360% increase in enquiries for retail 

properties in November lockdown compared to March lockdown.

l  Hicks Bakers own statistics for retail property, using a benchmark of a 5 year 

average, show that in 2020

 l Viewings were up 26.71%

 l Offers were up 39.18%

 l Deals agreed were up 29.19%

Fitted Restaurants   
 

Up to the end of 2016 a substantial number of chain restaurants expanded into a 

market that was actually already saturated and yet they continued to take units at 

unsustainable levels of rent. Therefore it is no surprise that in the following years 

we saw CVA’s or administrations from  Byron, Prezzo, Ask, Cote, Pizza Express, 

Leon, Carluccio’s, Vapiano’s, Franky & Benny’s, Café Rouge, Las Iguanas…..the list 

goes on.

These units frequently would originally have cost between £500k and £1m to fit 

out, and therefore their availability has been attractive to either independent or 

small chain operators who can take advantage of the substantial savings on their 

own fit out, also frequently coupled with a lower level of rent than was previously 

being paid.

A further general reason for the levels of activity in the Thames Valley, is 

that we are fortunate to sit within an area of the south-east which has 

weathered the pandemic storm much better than other parts of the UK.

However, in spite of the above activity, there is absolutely no denying that 2020 

saw a very rapid acceleration of several trends – most notably an increase in online 

spending which peaked in May to nearly 33%, and an increase in the availability of 

retail units as the total retail stock seeks to shrink to a level that is actually required 

by retailers. 

EGProperty Link reported an increase of 40% more properties being put on the 

market than in 2019, and across the whole of the UK, the number of retail units 

being let has reduced drastically.

To expand on the opening comment in connection with store closings and 

openings – the relevant statistic is net store closure which at 6,001 – is up 71% 

compared with the same period last year, when a net 3,509 store closures were 

recorded, so yet another acceleration of a trend that has been present for much 

of the last decade. Some of the retail stock being vacated will never be let again. 

These figures are provided by the Local Data Company and PwC, and to put it in a 

daily context, they suggest that an average of more than 60 stores closed per day 

across England, Scotland and Wales, while 28 were opened.    

The Local Data company record the availability 
of units across the UK as shown below.

l  In the fourth quarter of 2020, the overall GB vacancy rate increased to 13.7%, 

from 13.2% in Q3. Also, it was 1.6 percentage points higher than the same 

point in 2019. This was the tenth consecutive quarter of increasing vacancy 

rates, from Q2 2018.

l  All locations saw an increase in vacancies in Q4, with Shopping Centre 

vacancies increasing to 17.1% from Q3’s 16.3%.

l  On the High Street, vacancies increased to 13.7% in Q4 – remaining in line with 

the overall rate. This was up from 13.3% in Q3.

l  Retail Park vacancies increased slightly to 10.0% in Q4 2020, up from 9.2% in 

Q3. However, it remains the location with by far the lowest rate..

Source: Local Data company

So, what will 2021 bring? More ‘churning of fascias – more rebasing of 

rents – more shrinkage of retail stock – more ‘repurposing of former retail 

space, and ultimately, in a few years’ time we could / should have a more 

interesting street scape with greater diversity of uses from more individual 

operators. We can but hope!
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The graph below shows the lettings activity for each of the last 5 years: 

There are primarily three areas which are responsible for the take up of retail property during 2020.
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