


Semington Parish Council’s responses to proposed revisions to the Wiltshire Local Plan 

Dear Chairperson,
I am writing to you on behalf of Semington Parish Council to explain our concerns, which I believe your community might share, about proposals in the Local Plan that would impact adversely upon Semington as a parish and as a village community.  These were agreed by the parish council following a consultation with villagers on February 24th 2021, after which we made our formal responses to Wiltshire Council.

These were informed by the following priorities for village development:

1 Appropriate, small-scale development in the village may be supported provided it meets identified parish needs.

2 It is essential that the integrity and identity of the village is maintained and protected from the over-expansion of surrounding towns.

3 The long-established and naturally-integrated green spaces between settlements must be safeguarded against inappropriate development as the presence of this land, and access to it, is essential for the mental and physical well-being of everyone who lives in the county.

4 Over-development will bring an irreversible loss of habitat and protected species at a time when the national priority is to enhance biodiversity rather than destroy it.   

5 Such over-development will also have a negative effect on the popularity of the area both to visitors and residents, all of whom make a hugely important contribution to the economic viability of the county.

In what follows we summarise the local plan proposals and then set out our response to them.  
Melksham
When current building numbers are taken into account, the plan sets out a requirement for an additional 2585 homes up to 2036.  17 potential sites (on all sides of the town) were identified for possible future housing development, but none were singled out.  Three of these (5/6/7) lie to the south of the town between it and the Kennet & Avon canal, and one, the largest area, is to the east and lies where proposed routes 10a to 10d for the Melksham by-pass are being considered.  Unsurprisingly, this allocation of sites is more or less the same as proposed in the recently developed Melksham Joint Neighbourhood Plan.  
Semington Parish Council’s responses to the proposals for Melksham are:
1 The Kennet and Avon canal is a hugely important heritage, leisure and wildlife asset that is of national significance.  Retaining its rural character is crucial if it is to continue to attract visitors and be a tourism asset for the county with all the economic benefits that this brings.  

2 Accordingly, should Sites 5, 6, or 7, singly or in any combination, be selected for Melksham housing needs, Semington Parish Council wants a 500m no further development buffer zone to be established to the north of the canal and maintained in perpetuity with legal guarantees in order to protect the canal and its immediate environs.


Trowbridge
When current building numbers are taken into account, the plan sets out a requirement for an additional 2600 homes up to 2036.  Only 6 sites were identified, and it is only proposed to build in this period on sites 4 and 5 which are both to the north / north-east of the town.  These two sites will take Trowbridge beyond the current village boundaries of Staverton and Hilperton more than doubling the size of these communities and creating nurseries, primary schools and a secondary school.  It is described as a “self-contained and sustainable new community”.  The proposed new boundary for Trowbridge reaches Whaddon Lane taking it almost half-way to Semington.  Another identified site (6) comes much closer to Semington and Little Marsh, extending over Hag Hill across the A350 towards Great Hinton
Semington Parish Council’s responses to the proposals for Trowbridge are:
1 We regret that these proposals halve the spatial separation between the Trowbridge conurbation and Semington village with the destruction of open green space that this entails.  This makes the Semington setting much less rural than it currently is.  No amount of artificial recreation space within the “self-contained, sustainable new community” will compensate for this irretrievable loss.
2 Although you say (paragraph 29) that “the scale of proposals allows us to set in place a new long-term boundary for the town”, we think that the logic of your proposal is that, by a steady extension of Trowbridge towards Semington, our village will be swallowed whole as Hilperton is set to be.
3 We think it is essential that Wiltshire Council sets a definite, hard urban edge to these new settlements, with “long-term” being quantified.  We propose 100 years from now.
4 We oppose any proposal to build houses on Hag Hill (site 6) and to extend development across the A350 towards Great Hinton.
5 A final point is that we also oppose the further urbanisation of the Kennet and Avon canal as this is a significant heritage, leisure and wildlife asset that is of national significance.
Semington
The plan sets out a requirement for an additional 35 homes in the village up to 2036.  Currently, there are 25 unbuilt full planning permissions along St George’s Road and 20 outline permissions in the field west of the tennis court.  If the 35 figure were a target, quota or a maximum, the village would already have exceeded it with 14 years to spare.  It is none of those things, however, resembling more of a minimum number.  Further, when the county has less than a 5-year housing land supply (as at present), such numbers present no disincentive to speculative developers. 
When we looked at the papers for the rural consultation, we discovered that Semington had been moved from the Chippenham Housing Market Area [HMA] to the Trowbridge HMA.  See Table 2.7 on p. 21 of the consultation document.  This means that our 35 houses will contribute to the housing totals for Trowbridge, Bradford-on-Avon, Westbury, Warminster and the other large villages set out in Table 2.7.   Previously, our numbers had contributed to totals for Melksham, Corsham, Calne, Chippenham, Malmesbury and Devizes.
This came as a complete surprise to us.  It turns out that, in 2019, we were sent a link to documents where this information was included in appendix 7 – and we missed it.  We are very disappointed that the parish council was never explicitly consulted about what seems a significant move.  The maps provided in this consultation were most unclear and it’s only in 2021 that accurate ones have been made public.
We are not alone in being transferred; in all the 5 southernmost parishes in the Melksham Community Area (Semington, Steeple Ashton, Keevil, Great Hinton and Bulkington) were moved.  There is evidence from 2017 maps that this decision was mooted by planners long before the 2019 consultation.  The key question in all of this is: what implications are there for the village?  
We have been told by senior planning officers that, were we in the Chippenham HMA, our housing requirement would likely be slightly higher than 35.  This makes sense to us given the distribution of housing requirements in large villages across the two HMAs.  However, given the nature of the 35 allocation (see above) this is neither here nor there.  
What really concerns the parish council is whether, given the problems in finding land to develop around Trowbridge, the shift of HMAs has been deliberately done to facilitate (over time) the spread of the Trowbridge boundaries into the countryside to the north / north-east of the town.  
There would seem to be evidence that this is the case.  In the plans for Trowbridge (see above) site 6 includes land in the Great Hinton parish.  As houses built in Great Hinton parish can only count towards Trowbridge HMA numbers if Great Hinton parish is actually in the Trowbridge HMA, it is obviously very helpful to say the least that Great Hinton now finds itself in the Trowbridge area.  By the same logic, this applies to Semington as well (see above).  NB, in all this, it seems significant that site 6 includes the land to the east of the A350.  If this is the reason, and the logic seems compelling, it ought to have been made in a much more open and transparent way that has been the case.  
As the proposals stand, Semington (and the other villages in the 5 parishes) find themselves in the Melksham Community Area when it comes to representation in parliament and in Wiltshire Council and are members of the Melksham Area Board, but are linked to Trowbridge for housing development.  This is the only community area across the whole county that is split in this way adds weight to the evidence that it was done for a purpose.  It is not clear to us whether elected members ever gave informed explicit consent to the shift of the 5 parishes from one HMA to another.
Semington Parish Council’s responses to the proposals for the village community are:
1 We wish to challenge the requirement of 35 new houses to be built in the village up to 2036.  We think that this is too high given that Wiltshire Council is planning to build more houses than are needed in this period.
2 We are profoundly disappointed that Semington parish council was never explicitly consulted by Wiltshire Council about being moved from one Housing Market Area to another.  This seems high-handed and undemocratic.  We have to conclude that, for whatever reason, it was deliberately not done, and ask for an explanation.
3 It is clear from a map on the Wiltshire Council website [Page 1 of tinyurl.com/23rbcyte] that this decision was first mooted by Council planning officers long before the 2019 consultation.  What is less clear, however, whether elected members ever had this decision explicitly drawn to their attention.  As such, we should like to know whether elected members ever gave informed explicit consent to the shift.
4 Semington parish council wants the parish to remain in an undivided Melksham Community Area and within the Chippenham HMA and will be asking our elected representative to petition the Wiltshire Council Cabinet for this to be agreed.
In conclusion, you will see from these responses the huge degree of dissatisfaction in the village about what Wiltshire Council planners intend to do to us.  This is partly a concern about the future the village faces as the nearby town continue to expand towards us, and partly a real sense of outrage that we were never formally consulted about the decision to move us from one housing market area to another.  In relation to the latter point, we feel we have been treated with utter disdain; it is as though the people living here do not matter one jot. 
You are one of the four other parishes moved without explicit consultation from the Chippenham to the Trowbridge HMA.  I would be pleased to hear from you as to whether you share our concerns and, if so, whether you will join us in ensuring safeguards are put in place that will both protect the integrity of our villages and the nature of Wiltshire as an actively rural county.

Yours Sincerely,

Peter Smith
Acting Chair
Semington Parish Council



2

