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Shepton Mallet, Somerset BA4 5BT 

Dear Sirs,     

SAXONVALE DEVELOPMENT Appl. Ref. 2019_1180_OTS 

Frome Civic Society has previously responded to this application and also to the SWDRP 
report. This commentary re-iterates key points and responds to new material uploaded on 
January 22nd 2020. 

In summary, while the principle of the proposed redevelopment continues to have our full 
support, the quantum of uses and high volume of building remain unacceptable, and we 
maintain our objection to the application. The applicant has failed materially to take on 
board the united and clear arguments made by Frome Town Council, Civic Society, 
Chamber of Commerce and others, despite regular stakeholder meetings and numerous 
written consultation responses.  

1.  Inadequate provision for commercial/other non-residential uses 

Core Policy 6 of the Mendip Local Plan Part 1 states that “town centre redevelopments 
will collectively deliver at least half of the 124,000ft2 of Frome’s flexible office/studio 
space requirement”. This quantum is intended to create space for growing businesses and 
new jobs that need to be in a town centre location. New retail, food & drink, community, 
tourism or other non-residential uses will be in addition to this. Saxonvale is the only 
town centre site of sufficient scale available to meet these needs. The development of 
edge of town employment space, suited to other types of business and jobs, is irrelevant 
to fulfilling demand in the centre. 

The proposed quantum of 27,000 sq ft of commercial space plus 18,000 sq ft of other 
non-residential space remains unacceptably short of both core policy requirements and 
Frome’s needs. It could provide for only about 300 of the 850-900 new jobs needed to 
raise the levels of economic activity for a sustainable, vibrant and extended town centre, 
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commensurate with it’s increasing population. Saxonvale represents the only opportunity 
to ensure the needs of Frome as a settlement are prioritised.  

The application now claims to include buildings with flexible use class at street level, 
which could marginally increase the opportunity for employment. It should be noted 
however that such flexibility cannot be conditioned, as it would be unenforceable, and 
any use class other than C3 dwellinghouse would make the properties unmortgagable. 
Therefore this cannot be considered a viable means to create non-residential space, or 
successfully integrate residential with other uses.  The solution is to remove the present 
rigid linear boundary between ‘commercial’ and ‘residential’ zones, allowing designated 
commercial and community uses at street level below new town-centre homes.   

2. Excessive volume and density of housing 

The housing quantum for Saxonvale was established by Mendip District Council (MDC) 
when it purchased the site and allocated 250 dwellings under emerging Local Plan Part 2.  
The present application increases this to 300. This would result in over-intensive devel-
opment, with insufficient land being allocated to meet the CP6 requirements for non-resi-
dential town centre uses.   

We appreciate that the revised NPPF and Local Housing Need protocol have overridden 
MDC’s Local Plan Housing Requirement and that Frome is required to absorb an appro-
priate amount of the increased 5-year supply total. This does not, however, have to be at 
Saxonvale. Many other sites, mainly on the edge of town, are in various stages of applica-
tion and pre-application, which would substantially exceed the new 5-year supply target 
for Frome and indeed make a surplus contribution to Mendip targets. MDC cannot argue 
that it needs to put 300 dwellings on Saxonvale, or that meeting its 5-year supply re-
quirements should take precedence over the established and specific town-centre core 
policies determined in CP6.  

The application proposes only 20% affordable provision (60 homes) against the MDC 
target of 30%. In order to achieve closer to the 30% we would propose retaining the tar-
get of 60 affordable homes with a reduction in the number of market dwellings from 300 
to a maximum of 250, to meet MDC’s policy requirements. 

3. Over-intensive and out-of-character design approach 

In order to satisfy the quantum of 300 dwellings, the proposal takes the form of an ag-
gressively urban development consisting largely of 4 and 5 storey blocks of flats over 
ground level parking, served by narrow streets and alleys, replicating a dense form of 
tenement living. These have a very significant amount of ‘dead’ frontage at street level. 
Such developments are inappropriate in the heart of Frome, which has vibrant streets of 
predominantly of 2 - 3 storeys with occasional attic storeys and characteristically wide 
variations in façade and roofscape.  

The applicants have characterised their proposals with evocations of historic ‘bartons’, a 
‘yard’ and ‘leat’. In reality the layout would be out of character, overbearing and harmful 
to Frome’s historic core and its assets, including St John’s Church. The 4 storey Silk Mill 
and Western Warehouse should maintain their historic dominance over the site. They 
Page 	 Frome & District Civic Society Representation on Saxonvale 2019_1180_OTS2



would be out-scaled by the proposed deep-plan 4-5 storey blocks, directly facing the 
main eastern elevation of the Western Warehouse with ground and upper storey car parks. 
The Silk Mill would be surrounded by vehicle parking. These landmark industrial her-
itage buildings should not be isolated from the town’s active and residential street 
frontages. 

The developers have published artists’ impressions of an open, sunny, family-friendly 
riverside neighbourhood. In reality, most of the streets and open spaces will be severely 
overshadowed for the greater part of the day, most seasons of the year. This proposal 
must be scaled back to ensure that the town character is respected, visual heritage en-
hanced and residential amenity maintained. The scheme should be adjusted to limit the 
height of any building generally to 3 storeys, rising to 4 storeys where height is mitigated 
by sloping land, as occasional features or set back as an attic storey.  

The public realm is critical to the success of the development.  We welcome the riverside 
park and footbridge in principle, but question the necessity of large-scale tree removal 
resulting from the proposed raising of levels to accommodate the riverside buildings.  We 
are also concerned that the footbridge appears to be treated as a picturesque nicety in a 
park, rather than the essential cycle link, connecting this side of Frome across the town’s 
Green Spine.  
‘The Yard’, or public square, is too small as a destination and too self-contained to form a 
seamless link with the main part of the development, connected through an unpleasantly 
narrow alley, squeezed between two tall buildings. Modifications have been made to the 
other main town space, Garsdale Avenue, by means of removing some on-street parking, 
surface changes and additional planting. This does not resolve the fundamental conflict 
between maintaining an attractive public realm and the unrestricted through-route for 
commercial, delivery and shopping traffic. 

4. Inadequate and unproven response to traffic flow problems 

The ‘sustainable lifestyle’ vision promoted by the applicant is of a self-contained com-
munity where people will make little use of cars. However, the lack of workspace oppor-
tunities, affordable housing and character of the proposed dwellings will not suit those 
working or wishing to work in Frome’s retail, service and other town centre sectors. 
Where, like Frome, a town already has a high out-commuting profile, it makes no sense 
to locate an intensive development of new homes at its centre.  

A realistic view is that a significant proportion of people who come to live in Saxonvale 
are likely to have to travel to work – many by car. Somerset County Council noted the 
adverse impact of this on traffic movements around Frome and the applicant has respond-
ed by proposing the signalisation of the complex Gorehedge junctions. Their response 
states: "the modelled improvements have the potential to vastly improve capacity at the 
junction.” In fact, the modelling indicates that the worst-performing link within the junc-
tion would still operate with almost 20% over capacity in the morning peak and 12% in 
the evening peak hours, as compared to the baseline scenario. 

Therefore this proposed solution cannot, at present, be accepted as a basis for granting 
outline consent. Independent studies are required to ensure that (a) the traffic impacts 
from Saxonvale will be materially mitigated by the proposal and (b) there will be no ad-
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verse knock-on impact on traffic entering, leaving or crossing the town centre. The pro-
posal does not appear to include any phasing for pedestrians to cross the top of Bath 
Street (East-West flow along Christchurch Street). If this provision is not made, the pro-
posed works to Gorehedge will further damage cross-town pedestrian and cycle flows. 
Locating pedestrian crossings where it is convenient for vehicular traffic only, as illus-
trated, does not address the problem and could exacerbate it. 

No modelling appears to have been done on the cumulative effect of signalised traffic 
management at both Gorehedge and Garsdale Roundabouts, in combination with existing 
signals at Locks Hill, Great Western Road and elsewhere. There is potential to create 
more tailbacks, noise and pollution. 

5. Lack of commitment to delivering sustainability 

One of the most significant concerns about this application is that it sets out an effusive 
vision of “enabling people to live more impact accountable lives”, without making any 
commitment to meeting even the most fundamental criteria for environmental sustainabil-
ity. The case is put to us that the planning and architecture of the site will, in itself, trans-
form the way that ordinary people live: 

“The development will bring careful consideration of the typologies of both living and 
working to recognise contemporary and emerging lifestyle patterns within the context of 
climate change mitigation and the societal changes this necessitates.” 

The Addendum to the Planning Statement says that delivering this will require “a holistic 
approach that combines bespoke design to create a built and landscaped environment 
centred on people and the activity they generate, ..and the management and operation of 
the new neighbourhood to enable sustainable patterns of living and working ( open spa-
ces, habitat, waste, energy supply, car club, community resources etc).“ The statement 
that follows notes that all these elements will only come together into a sustainable 
neighbourhood strategy “as the project moves from the current outline stage to detailed 
design and delivery.”  

 We question how far down the delivery chain the sustainable vision will survive. We are 
alarmed by the warning about the complexity of the site and the financial demands on its 
development, and that “costs and values are being evaluated on an ongoing basis to bal-
ance the competing demands”. 

This is the clearest possible indication that sustainability, along with housing affordability 
and community facilities, will be an early casualty if the development does not meet the 
profit expectations of the developer and landowners. 

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