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Dear Sirs,     

SAXONVALE REDEVELOPMENT - PUBLIC CONSULTATION II RESPONSE 

I write following a meeting between members of Frome and District Civic Society (FCS), 
Edward Nash of Nash Partnership and Amy Procter of Acorn on the 8th February and 
subsequent Public Consultation 15th & 16th February. Members of FCS have discussed the 
consultation information and have made the observations set out below. Please read in 
conjunction with our previous comments dated 6th December 2018 and 28th January 2019 

To illustrate our comments we have developed a sketch overlay to the masterplan layout, 
showing where adjustments would be welcome (attached)   

1. Overall Layout 

The concept massing diagram shows the site parcelled into three segments: “Hillside” and 
“Parkside” being residential, whilst “East Saxonvale” is predominantly commercial with a 
public space element connecting the scheme with the town centre. The commercial segment 
appears limited in scope and scale in relation to the towns growing needs. We understand this 
is a matter that Cushman & Wakefield are studying but we are concerned that the growing 
long-term needs of the town centre, as well as immediate demand, are satisfied. The 3 
segments are divided by a main access road, which separates and isolates each fixed 
segment to a high degree.  

The residential segments are visually and physical isolated from the town centre by a wedge 
of commercial uses surrounding the public ‘square’. This isolation is considered highly 
undesirable. A masterplan that avoids the nearly continuous barrier of buildings between the 
two types of land use would future-proof the site’s vitality by allowing more flexible Town 
Centre and employment uses, facilitating future expansion and contraction of residential and 
non-residential uses.  

Frome’s ancient streets are a model of flexible usage, having survived and thrived through 
numerous conversions and reconversions. The town centre remains vibrant, with a low 
vacancy rate of under 10%. This is due, in part, to the flexibility and density of buildings taken 
up for a variety of independent business uses, as well as retail and residential. 

We are not aware which specific dwellings are to be ‘affordable’ or of alternative tenures. We 
trust that the development will maintain the Council’s Local Plan policy of 30%, spread across 
the site.   

2. Access Road 
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The route from upper Garsdale to lower Saxonvale will carry the majority of the traffic, 
including heavy goods vehicles, to and from the shops and car parks. The incorporation of 
three very sharp 90-degree corners on this route would be awkward and hazardous for drivers 
and pedestrians. Cars entering and leaving roadside parking will hold up traffic. The road butts 
up against the entrance/exit of the proposed pedestrian square. A small ‘gateway’ building is 
proposed at this location, which only serves to emphasise the division. It would seem safer to 
keep the space open with a good sightline through, allowing open views - which are the norm 
in Frome, being a hillside town. 

All these problems would be overcome by establishing a new northerly main route from upper 
Garsdale to lower Saxonvale, avoiding any conflict with the pedestrianised public area or the 
parkside frontage, and would allow convenient servicing. This road would need to cross the 
swale  between the SUDS retention and the lower expanded flood plain. This could be a 
feature ‘gateway’ bridge.  

3. Connecting the Town Centre - ‘East Saxonvale’  

The Development Brief for Saxonvale called for a ‘seamless extension to the town centre’. 
This is possibly the single most important issue to residents and FCS. As currently configured, 
we have significant concerns about the proposals for Saxonvale road. We fully support closing 
the road, which will have great benefit to Vicarage Street and could ‘repair’ the damage to the 
townscape that the road caused when it was cut in the 1960’s, exposing the back land areas 
behind buildings and breaking through the continuous terrace along Church Street.  
The new frontages that are being proposed on the eastern side of Saxonvale will never create 
an attractive and pleasant part of Frome’s town centre, because they will be facing a mess on 
the other side of Saxonvale. We do not support these proposed frontages onto what will be a 
service area and the back side of M&S. More effort needs to be put into the development to 
screen the back yard area and form a seamless junction between the existing buildings and 
the new development. It would also provide the opportunity for parking to the ‘live-work’ units 
and Silk Mill, which appear as 6 parking spaces across the entrance to what is currently 
developing into an attractive public entrance space for the Silk Mill Gallery. 
The lower part of Saxonvale and a new public square form the primary link between the town 
and the new neighbourhood. However, the bleak eastern elevation of M&S will not be resolved 
by soft landscaping and much more will need to be done to regenerate this space with active 
and attractive frontages. 
The most significant missed opportunity, however, is the failure to encourage the east-west 
flow of pedestrian and public space through the commercial area into the residential 
neighbourhood, caused by the combination of the north-south ‘wall’ and east-west main 
vehicular access road, which inhibit natural pedestrian movement.  
The proposed ‘market building’ in the square and the café-restaurant ‘hexagon tower’ are 
intended to enhance the character of the open space by creating a visual draw. However, their 
effect is to hem in the remainder of the new public space, which is further enclosed by the 
Western Warehouse and a high retaining wall. The ‘market building’ and ‘hexagon tower’ 
appear far too tall, have no clear servicing strategy, and will be overbearing and overshadow 
the public space. The tower also looms large from Kingsway, blocking the important view of 
the Silk Mill, hiding it from visitors. The space to the south of the ‘market building’ lies off the 
beaten track, doesn’t make for an obviously attractive destination and is a potential target for 
anti-social activity. The retaining wall forming the ‘plinth’ for the Silk Mill does not create any 
useable functions to animate the space. The large number of steps and lack of generous ramp 
access to the Silk Mill also isolates the two spaces. 
The ‘market building’ does not have a clear ground floor usage. If proposed as a covered 
market it would be in direct competition with the Cheese & Grain, the town’s main market hub, 
on the other side of the town centre. Use by the ‘Independent Market’ would only happen for a 
few hours on 10 occasions per year.  
The overall scale of the ‘public square’ proposed does not fit comfortably with the finer grain 
and human scale of Frome’s adjacent public spaces, such as King Street and Cheap Street.  A 
space of this scale or larger could be appropriate and would be welcomed if it genuinely had a 
suitably scaled function and a better relationship between the old and new. A larger town 
square could be justified and would be useful if located on the main junction between the 
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commercial area, riverside and hillside housing and route to the riverside park. Some street 
trees, benches and short stay parking would help animate the space and promote footfall.  

4. Commerce, employment and long-term flexibility 

We appreciate the current uncertainty about the scale and location of specific non-residential 
uses. However, the proposal for managed workspace is likely to focus on B1 office use and 
therefore not particularly conducive to active frontages or take-up of retail spaces facing the 
public square. In this case the buildings need to do the work of creating a sense of activity and 
creating a place that is welcoming and attractive to pedestrians. This could include recessing 
ground floor frontages behind a colonnade or similar architectural device.  
Firm proposals for allocating space to other employment types, including D1 and D2 uses, 
would be welcome, particularly for the Western Warehouse.  
There is, as yet, no specific proposal for significant community use within the scheme. As a 
minimum, some space should be earmarked for hire at community-friendly rates, in order to 
encourage the growth of shared activities and interests amongst residents.  
What the scheme lacks at present is the offer of new or different activities that would draw 
people from across the town and provide spin-off custom for the A1 and A3 outlets in and 
around the square, throughout the day and evening. One example of such a need or desire 
might be a health & fitness centre comprising gym, exercise rooms and even a small pool. 
Dedicated facilities for youth training schemes and adult education would also make a positive 
contribution. The town centre is, of course, already well provided for visual and performing 
arts, although we are aware Black Swan Arts may have an interest in being accommodated. 
East, beyond ‘the wall’ of the commercial segment as currently shown, is a broad avenue with 
convenient on-street parking, but there are no non-residential uses or active frontages 
proposed. We think this is a greatly missed opportunity. Flexible ground floors accommodating 
different future uses was promoted in the Saxonvale Development Brief. There is a large and 
growing demand in the town for smaller ‘domestic’ scale business space that could utilise 
adaptable, taller than usual ground storey frontages on both sides of the main avenue. This 
would provide a better focus, uniting the Hillside and Parkside areas, providing long-term 
flexible uses. These could be marketed as extended residential use initially for town houses 
with roof gardens over, or apartments with flexible small scale office/ studio use on the ground 
floor. 

5. Tress and the Riverside Park.  

There appears to be a significant number of lost or compromised TPO trees currently in the 
proposals, notably Horse Chestnut, Sycamore, Norway Maple and Poplars. The proposed 
management of the remaining ‘specimen trees’ is also of concern. Many are mature and have 
grown without management; crown lifting would be unsympathetic to many because of their 
nature and appearance. These should be treated as woodland trees, part of the biodiversity of 
the river corridor. There is particular concern about raising the adjacent ground level by 1m, 
which would change their environment.  Ground disturbance should be well beyond their root 
protection zones.  

The land currently under FTC ownership, fronting the old river meander, has the opportunity to 
create a more generous ‘green thumb’ with apartments taking advantage of the south-westerly 
view and keeping car parking hidden to north-east. As currently configured the housing would 
face north-east, with their backs and informal parking fronting the river meander.  

6. Building heights and massing. 

There are opportunities for 4-5 storey buildings on the lower, flatter portion of the site, however 
there are some more sensitive areas where the current proposed building heights appear 
incongruous and are likely to receive substantial objection.  
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• The 4 storey block to the west of Silk Mill would compete with the scale of the listed 
building, and would impact on the setting of the church, blocking views of the spire, and 
out of scale with the terrace on Church Street.  

• The 4 storey residential block on ‘Hillside’ to the east of Silk Mill appears overbearing in 
the 3D views on the existing adjacent buildings, particularly Western Warehouse. 

• The ‘market building’ and ‘hexagon tower’ appear overbearing on the public space. 
• The 3-4 storey river frontage residential block in ‘Parkside’ to the east, adjacent to the 

existing Fishers Brook housing, also appears over-scaled.   

The developing scheme should be illustrasted with a site model and site sections for 
the benefit of the public. Currently it is not clear how the buildings sit in relation to the 
proposed levels and existing buildings and structures. 

We trust these comments are useful and look forward to seeing the consultation results. We 
would be please to discuss the development of the scheme further with you in the near future.   

Yours faithfully 

Richard Swann (Chair) 
BSc (Hons) BArch (Hons) RIBA  
for and on behalf of  
Frome & District Civic Society 
cc  Acorn 
 Mendip District Council 
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