Melksham Town 2020-2036

A review of the opportunities, challenges and drivers facing Melksham Town during the period of the next Local Plan
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1. INTRODUCTION
We are facing an inflection point in the way we live. Climate change, shifting patterns of global economic forces,
Brexit and population growth are changing mindsets. The world we face over the next 15-20 years will be very
different from that of the past 75. We can no longer assume the future will be a reflection of the past.
The challenge is particular for our long-established market towns. They have faced substantial increases in
population, the loss or removal from the town centre of sources of employment, sweeping changes in how we buy
things, often substantial disparity in cost between traditional retail and technology-based online shopping, increased
demand for quality leisure provision, increased demand for health and social care provision and a major reduction
in the capacity of local authorities to provide support and resource.
An analysis of almost 1.5 million Ordnance Survey (OS) business records between 2014 and 2019 by Which?
Magazine released in October 2019 indicated how life is changing. Nevertheless, while major retail chains have all
suffered massively over the past few years, “a model more familiar to older generations is re-emerging – with
flourishing personal services, markets, and food specialists that focus on ‘experiences’ replacing retailers hit directly
by the rise of online shopping. The analysis found businesses offering personal services that cannot be replicated
easily online – such as hair and beauty services, tattoo and piercing shops, and funeral directors – have boomed.”1.
PURPOSE OF THIS REVIEW
The purpose of this document, commissioned by the Town Council, is to start us on the journey of defining and
building that new purpose and core. The ambition is to build and strengthen resilient economic activity through the
development of new commercial and social areas and opportunities in the town centre, together with relevant
infrastructural changes.
This is about developing “plans that are business-like and focused on transforming the place into a complete
community hub incorporating health, housing, arts, education, entertainment, leisure, business/office space, as well
as some shops, while developing a unique selling proposition”2.
The document covers the area that falls within the remit of Melksham
Town Council (see map right) and brings together in one document a
broad range of facts and figures. Although the area of Melksham Town
Council does not include Bowerhill and Hampton Park, the businesses
based there are, of course, critical to local employment and the town’s
economy – and their impact is also reviewed below.
The review concludes with proposals for the next stage of the journey,
with the building of a vision for the town centre that dovetails with the
evolving Neighbourhood Plan, and that can provide the springboard for
more intensive strategic and detailed masterplanning to take the Town
through the period of the new Wiltshire Local Plan 2016-2036.

Gerald Milward-Oliver
Townswork | November 2019.

1
2

https://press.which.co.uk/whichpressreleases/back-to-the-future-for-the-high-street-as-independents-and-services-replace-retail-giants-which-reveals
vanishinghighstreet.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/GrimseyReview2.pdf
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2. A PROFILE OF THE TOWN
The name ‘Melksham’ is assumed to derive from the Old English words ‘meolc’ (milk) and ‘ham’ (village). The
settlement was based around a ford across the River Avon, and the naming infers that milk was always an important
part of the settlement’s community and economy.
Although there is a good amount of detail about Melksham agriculture in the Middle Ages (e.g. “in 1086 Melksham
contained 130 acres of meadow and eight ‘leagues’ of pasture”3), few records have been found that give any detailed
information about Melksham agriculture in later periods, making it difficult to know when the change from mixed
to mainly dairy-farming took place. However, by 1500 the north of Wiltshire was almost entirely devoted to dairying
– and, in particular the production of cheese – and from the late 16th century onward there were notable advances
across Wiltshire in farming techniques, implements, land-use, and management generally, amounting to an early
agricultural revolution.
A survey of 1833 shows that out of 7,120 acres of agricultural land in Melksham itself, 5,903 acres were 'meadows
and pasture'. We also know that cheese-making was still sufficiently important to justify the opening in 1847 of a
'New Cheese Market' in the town, now the Town Hall. By the time the History of the County of Wiltshire was
published in 1953 (see footnote), land in Melksham and the surrounding districts was given over almost entirely to
dairy-farming, half of which was carried on by smallholders.
In the late 19th century a group of Melksham Farmers persuaded Charles Maggs, grandson of the founder of the
Maggs rope factory and rope-walks (still located by the old canal bridge in Spa Road in 1953), to build a collecting
depot and butter factory at West End Farm in Semington Road. The business grew and the company moved to the
site of the old dye works on the junction of New Broughton Road. The company merged with North Wilts Dairy
and a number of smaller firms to form Wilts United Dairies (WUD). The factory, on the three acre site known today
as the Avonside Enterprise Park, became the company’s main depot with milk coming in from a 20 mile radius. By
1899, the Melksham factory was handling approx. 2,000 galls. of milk a day in winter and 5,000 galls in summer –
and by 1935 total capacity was 51,000 galls. of liquid milk a day. WUD became part of the Unigate Group and the
business was transferred from Melksham to Wootton Basset in the 1980s. The site was recently sold to a Bristolbased mixed-use development company (see page30).
A TRUE MARKET TOWN
From the time of the Norman conquest, the right to award a charter was generally seen to be a royal prerogative.
However, the granting of charters was not systematically recorded until 1199. The English system of charters
established that a new market town could not be created within a certain travelling distance of an existing one. This
limit was usually a day's worth of travelling (c. 10km) to and from the market. If the travel time exceeded this
standard, a new market town could be established in that locale. As a result of the limit, official market towns often
petitioned the monarch to close down illegal markets in other towns. Apparently, these distances are still law in
England today. Other markets can be held, provided they are licensed by the holder of the Royal Charter, which
tends currently to be the local town council. Failing that, the Crown can grant a licence.
A Friday market and a Michaelmas fair were granted to Melksham in 1219, while a Tuesday market and a fair on
the vigil, feast, and day after of Michaelmas (29 September) in 1250. The market rights were devolved with the
manor, whose owner sold them to the Urban District Council in 1912 for £250.
CLOTH AND RUBBER
Like neighbouring towns Trowbridge and Bradford on Avon, Melksham was also for many years a cloth town.
Melksham weavers are mentioned as early as 1349, and reference to fulling mills has been found in 1555. In the
16th and early 17th centuries, Melksham clothiers exported as far as central Europe, but their fortunes can be
traced, in many cases, to war or peace in their European markets. In the later 17th and the 18th centuries there was
some revival, but in the 18th century the industry declined and ended in the 19th century.

3

This and additional material taken from British History Online, a History of the County of Wiltshire Volume 7, 1953. www.british-history.ac.uk/vch/wilts/vol7/pp91-121
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However, disused cloth mills and a skilled workforce became the foundation of major changes to commercial life.
In 1848, Stephen Moulton pioneered the country’s first rubber mill at Bradford on Avon, having brought the
vulcanization process over from America where it had been patented just four years earlier.
In 1875, a second rubber business was started in a deserted woollen mill downstream at Limpley Stoke. In 1889 it
became the Avon Rubber Company and moved to Melksham, in another disused cloth mill. Although initially formed
to provide materials for the railway industry, by the end of the 19th century Avon was focused on pneumatic tyres,
as well as milking machine tubes. The company rapidly expanded in the 1950s and 60s, changing from a UK company
to an international group of companies. In 1997 the Avon Tyres business was sold to Cooper Tires and other parts
of the company moved to Hampton Park in 2000.
Two other items of historical importance to the economy of the town:
‣ The defunct Wilts and Berks canal linking the Kennet and Avon canal with the Thames opened in 1819, running
almost through the centre of town. The canal was abandoned in 1914, and the area redeveloped. The proposal
to reopen the canal is discussed on page 31.
‣ RAF Melksham (No.12 School, Technical Training) was opened in Bowerhill in 1940 and closed in 1965. At its
peak, the base accommodated over ten thousand personnel. The base was not operational (it had no runway),
but it did have aircraft parked on the base (dismantled before arrival and departure) for ground crew and
technician training4. Part of the site (including eight original 200,000 sqft hangars) was sold in 2018 to Nigel
Pattinson, an investor based in Penrith, Cumbria.
DEMOGRAPHY
The population of Melksham Town in mid-2018 was estimated at 16,6785 . This is very much a working town:
Melksham’s population is skewed more to those of working age than is found in other towns, with 57% between
the ages of 18-64. By gender the population is split 50/50, with 88% ethnically white and 86% born in the UK.
Melksham Area Board population is of interest, particularly in view of discussions over future governance relating
to Melksham Town and Melksham Without (see page 36). The breakdown is as shown below.

4
5

http://visit-melksham.com/melksham-information/history-melksham
https://www.citypopulation.de/en/uk/southwestengland/admin/wiltshire/E04012693__melksham/
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In common with the UK generally, the employment profile of the area has moved in recent years from an industrial
economy, dominated by one international employer, to a mixture of industrial, service and retail sector businesses.
A number of large employers have closed or relocated, while the level of out-commuting to neighbouring towns and
to jobs along the M4 corridor has grown. It is worth noting that, again, in common with populations across the
country, residents' comments through community engagement suggest that people want to work closer to their
homes.
A new Joint Strategic Assessment is due to be published shortly by Wiltshire Intelligence. Although this will cover
the whole Melksham Community Area, it will provide some more up-to-date material than is presently available –
and this will be of use in a number of areas. Once they are available, the results from the 2021 census will be of
considerable value in planning for the longer term to 2036.
One factor that needs to be borne in mind in terms of future development of housing, but also retail, leisure etc. is
that, across the south west, the population is ageing. Between 2016 and 2041, the number of people aged 65 and
over in Wiltshire is expected to grow by more than 60% – that’s an additional 66,000 over 656. That is the fastest
rate of growth in the south west as a whole, alongside Gloucester, Tewkesbury and Taunton Deane. By contrast,
the equivalent figure in B&NES is less than 40%, while in Swindon it is 82.2%. Across the south west as a whole,
that means building an extra 81,600 specialist units over and above registered care home places. Melksham will not
be immune to these changes.
BUSINESS PROFILE
Wiltshire Council defines three distinct Functional Economic Market Areas (FEMAs) in the county – the Wiltshire
part of a larger M4/Swindon FEMA, an A350 FEMA and an A303/Salisbury FEMA. In terms of total floorspace in
Melksham, including relativity to other towns, the December 2017 figures in the May 2018 Employment Land
Review showed the following:

6

https://lichfields.uk/media/5115/lichfields-insight-focus_solutions-to-an-age-old-problem-in-the-south-west.pdf
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The Employment Land Review also noted that total jobs in Melksham have grown by 16.6% since 2009:

The claimant count in the five Melksham wards as at March 2019 was broadly in line with the Wiltshire average,
although slightly lower in Melksham Without than in Melksham Town:
Area : March 2019

Claimant Count %

Melksham North

1.8

Melksham South

1.6

Melksham Central

2.0

Melksham Without North

1.1

Melksham Without South (Bowerhill)

1.3

Wiltshire

1.6

Great Britain

2.6

The area covered by Melksham Town Council has seen next to no commercial investment for decades (with the
exception of the supermarkets), while the BOWERHILL and HAMPTON PARK sites (within the civil parish of
Melksham Without) have benefited from substantial investment and the creation of new high skill jobs – e.g.
Herman Miller, Knorr-Bremse and Avon Rubber.
While these companies are outside the area covered by Melksham Town Council, they are critical to local
employment and to cementing the position of the town as a whole as an important centre for engineering and
manufacturing.
AVON RUBBER’S global headquarters is at their Hampton Park site. Through additional sites in the UK, US, China,
Italy and Brazil, and with customers in 89 countries, the company operates two core businesses:
‣ Avon Protection (providing 70% of revenues), states the company, is “the world leader in respiratory protective
equipment, providing complete solutions for air, land and sea based personnel in military, law enforcement, first
responder community, firefighting and industrial sectors. It includes escape devices, full face masks, powered
air systems, self-contained breathing apparatus, and a full range of filters and accessories to deliver maximum
operational flexibility and accommodate changing threats. The company has been supplying respirators to the
UK Ministry of Defence and other NATO allies since the 1920s and it is the primary supplier of advanced
chemical, biological, radiological and nuclear (CBRN) respiratory equipment to all US Department of Defense
Army, Navy, Marines, Air Force and Special Operations Forces.”
‣ milkrite | InterPuls (30% of revenues) is “the market leader for milking cluster technology to remove milk from
the animal in the most efficient way and maximise the performance of the farm with improved cost benefits for
the farmer and improved animal health for the animal.”
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KNORR-BREMSE is the global leader in braking systems for both commercial road and all rail vehicles and offers a
wide portfolio of innovative sub-systems for both road and rail vehicles.
Also at Hampton Park is the iconic G-PLAN UPHOLSTERY – one of the UK’s biggest upholstery manufacturers and
a company that has been a design benchmark since 1953. And in March 2019, planning approval was given for
DICK LOVETT to build a new BMW Mini dealership on land bordering the A350 and directly opposite the same
company’s Jaguar Land Rover dealership, further cementing the quarter’s motor trade importance.
With its corporate headquarters in Michigan, US, the workplace furniture designer and manufacturer HERMAN
MILLER has its international headquarters in Chippenham and a new manufacturing facility at Bowerhill (formerly
split between Bath and Chippenham). The 170,000 square foot (15,794 square meter) development brought
together the company’s regional research and development, manufacturing, and logistics operations into one
building, which also showcases the company’s approach to designing office work spaces.
There are a great many other successful companies and organisations operating out of the Bowerhill/Hampton Park
estates – from motor supplies and engineering to warehousing and play materials for children – as well as the
Wiltshire School of Gymnastics. This report has not been able to quantify the total employment, but a
recommendation at the end of the report is to build a database of businesses and companies in the town (covering
both civil parishes) so that a full and up-to-date understanding of the employment and economic scale of Melksham
can be fully understood – and play its role in future planning strategies and policies (see page 34).
Meanwhile, MELKSHAM TOWN’S long famine of commercial investment is showing signs of change. The decision
by AB DYNAMICS to build a new factory on the site of the former Countrywide Farmers store, within the Melksham
Town Council area and with a target opening date of Q3 2021, is significant and welcome. In a recent planning
document, the company stated as follows:
“T he growth of AB D has far exceeded expectations at the s tart of this decade. E mployee numbers have grown
from approximately 40 in 2012 to over 190 today with no let-up in recruitment. S ales have grown at a compound
rate of 36% per annum s ince 2014 and the res ult is a demand for manufacturing s pace which already exceeds that
currently available. AB D now needs a dedicated facility to pull together all manufacturing onto one s ite. AB D is on
the cusp of becoming a major enterpris e with 98% of its output exported around the world. A dedicated
manufacturing centre in Melks ham is es sential in order to make this poss ible.”
The AVONSIDE ENTERPRISE PARK was acquired in mid-2019 by a new investment and development company in
Bristol called Create Real Estate, in mid-2019. See page 30 for more detail.
The key employment site within Melksham Town is, of course, COOPER TIRES. In 2018, the company employed
more than 730 in Melksham – by the end of 2019, the number was down to approx. 400, following the company’s
decision to end light vehicle type production at the works. However, the company remains a key employer. The site
continues as the Cooper Tire Europe headquarters and includes the important Europe Technical Center – as well as
motorsports and motorcycle tyre production, a materials business, sales and marketing. Wiltshire Council has been
working with Cooper Tires since the announcement of the redundancies, both coordinating and sharing information
from other local employers who have vacancies and arranging jobs fairs for affected employees. Of those leaving
the company and seeking fresh employment, it is understood that a significant majority have been re-employed in
the immediate area. See page 30 for more on the future of the site.
RETAIL, OTHER CUSTOMER-FACING SERVICES, AND OFFICE SPACE
Melksham's setting between the larger towns of Chippenham and Trowbridge means that the retail sector serves a
mainly local catchment area for top-up shopping and as the source of leisure and other services.
According to an early draft of the nascent Melksham Neighbourhood Plan, there are approx. 155 businesses in the
town centre. In terms of retail provision, the town has a mix of independent traders and national retail brands. The
prime shopping area around the intersection of Church Street and High Street is busy but activity declines down
Bank Street toward the river. Some unattractive 1960s buildings and heavy traffic flows were felt by residents to
detract from the shopping experience7.
7

Text taken from early iteration of the Melksham Neighbourhood Plan
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The Leekes store off the Beanacre Road continues to be a key retailer in the town. The company is one of Wales ’
oldest and most successful retailers. In February 2019 it unveiled plans to build a 71-bed Premier Inn hotel and 246seat Beefeater restaurant in the car park of its Melksham store (using 100 of the existing 507 parking spaces). The
company reported that “The project is expected to create 50 full-time jobs during the construction phase and an
additional 50 positions within the establishment and is estimated to contribute £2.4 million annually to the local
economy”.
Chris Leeke, operations director of Leekes Retail, explained that “for historic planning reasons our stores have what
are now excessively large car parks for our requirements given the extended opening hours we now operate and
the move to researching and often purchasing online.”8.
C omputer drawing of the propos ed P remier Inn, located in the
north part of the L eekes car park off B eanacre R oad.

This map shows the defined town centre, along with the various planning usages of retail/commercial properties.

See Appendix on page 39 for use class definitions.
The Wiltshire Core Strategy Retail Review (2015) noted “an over-provision of convenience goods floorspace in
Melksham, following the introduction of the ASDA store. There has also been a reduction in the amount of
comparison goods floorspace capacity, which is now relatively modest in the medium to longer term and not felt
sufficient to prompt the allocation of land for new development”9.
More up-to-date findings should be available as work progresses both on Town Council plans for the future
development of the town centre and Wiltshire Council’s Local Plan Review. Five years on, the essence is likely to
be the same. However, while Melksham is unusual in having such a mix of supermarkets so close to the town centre

8
9

https://www.leekes.co.uk/blog/search/?s=Premier
www.wiltshire.gov.uk/mobile/wiltshire-core-strategy-retail-review-draft-feb2015.pdf
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(which will have had a negative impact on other food retailers), it also has the potential for increasing overall footfall
– if the right mix of retail opportunities are available (see page 19 for comments on future retail).
Overall, the climate for retail and customer-facing businesses in the town is seen as relatively good – certainly
compared to the difficulties faced by many other small and market towns. However, there has not been any
substantive change in the look or feel of the town centre in the eight years since Wiltshire Council’s 2011 Town
Centre and Retail Study noted “… a continued need for further town centre regeneration in the town.”
The relatively low demand for office space in Melksham Town Centre is reflected in the limited range of flexible
accommodation suited to today’s demands, but also low rentals. For example, a snapshot of office space on the
market at the end of October 2019 shows the following:
Challeymead Business Park

Offices

4,266 sqft

£37,327 p.a.

£8.75/sqft

Challeymead Business Park

Offices

4,289 sqft

£37,529 p.a.

£8.75/sqft

Caithness House

Offices

4,323 sqft

£33,000 p.a.

£7.63/sqft

Unit F16, Avonside Enterprise Park

Offices

2,090 sqft

£16,000 p.a.

£7.66/sqft

Unit F1B, Avonside Enterprise Park

Offices/workshop

504 sqft

£3,750 p.a.

£7.44/sqft

Station Approach, Bath Road

Offices

1,343 sqft

£9,500 p.a.

£7.07/sqft

This may be a reflection of the lack of demand reflecting the limited availability of the right kind of office space in
markets that are changing radically worldwide. It is also worth noting that in the May 2018 Wiltshire Employment
Land Review, average asking rent for offices in the A350 economic market area was set at £11.80/sqft (£127/sqm),
well above advertised rental rates in Melksham.
Countering the above rather downbeat assessment, a different picture of Melksham’s business community is
painted by the town’s Business Growth Group (BGG)10. With members embracing both business-to-business and
public-facing companies, and meeting every Friday morning, BGG describes itself as “the largest and most successful
referral-based networking group in the South West of England”. It has been established for six years, with more
than 30 members ranging from businesses such as Priority IT, Office Evolution and Embroidery UK, to local trade
firms CK Painting and decorating, Renew Flooring and JP Building Contractors. Other industries represented include
HR, web design, branding and the care sector.
In 2018, there were 859 referrals passed between members, representing £1.25 million of business, averaging
£34,760 for each member. An October 2019 news release reported that “despite national Brexit uncertainty local
business is stronger than ever: over £1.3 million has been passed between members in the past 12 months”.
TOURISM AND COMMUNITY ACTIVITIES
Tourism is not currently a key sector in the Melksham economy when compared to towns and villages such as Castle
Combe, Lacock or Bradford on Avon – perhaps not surprising given the town’s strong industrial base. One of those
consulted in the writing of this report summed up his view of the tourism offer: “There is nothing that shouts out
MELKSHAM, no monument or feature that says ‘Yes, this is us, you are in Melksham’. No ancient buildings of
historic interest and no entertainment facilities other than the Assembly Hall.”
However, the bare bones of a strong tourism offering are to be found in the town’s long industrial and agricultural
heritage, its position on the River Avon, the prospective pivotal position for Melksham in the plan to renew the link
between the Wilts & Berks and the Kennet & Avon Canals, and the position of Melksham as part of the Great West
Way – the “touring route between London and Bristol based on ancient routes, following 500 miles of navigable
routes, roaming through idyllic countryside, quaint villages and elegant towns”.
While the town may not be a strong destination for in-coming tourism, there is no shortage of events for all ages
and tastes organised by and for the people of Melksham, through some 48 voluntary groups and associations. They
include the Carnival (June), the Party in the Park (July), the Food and River Festival (September), the annual fireworks
10

www.businessgrowthgroup.co.uk
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display (November) as a money-raiser for the Melksham Christmas lights and the popular Christmas Fayre
(December).
The level of community resource reflected in these and other events is of major importance to the future of the
town, its continued resilience and its ability to address future opportunities. This is also reflected in support provided
by the Melksham Area Board for a range of community-led projects – support that has itself been pivotal in
unlocking additional resource. So in 2018-19, £90,189 was provided for projects by the Area Board, but this was
leveraged to deliver total investment of more than £450,000.
For the future, the long-promised campus development should make a major contribution to the day-to-day life of
Melksham residents. For more details on that, see page 33.
SKILLS
There are discrepancies between average earnings by workplace and average earnings by residence in Wiltshire
suggesting that Wiltshire’s higher skilled resident workers are unable to secure the higher than average earnings
within Wiltshire and therefore commute outside of the county for work, according to the Wiltshire Local Plan
Sustainability Appraisal Scoping Report, published in February 201911.
At the same time, Wiltshire house prices are too high for younger people and people in lower skilled/paid jobs who
tend to work locally. This means that some local industries struggle to secure labour at a price that enables them to
compete with lower cost foreign production.
These conditions place further pressures on manufacturing in the Wiltshire economy. Wiltshire also has a higher
than average proportion of young people not in Employment, Education or Training (NEET). Data suggests that
many jobs taken by 16-18 year olds are often temporary.
This point was forcefully made at a meeting called in June 2019 by Wiltshire Council as an opportunity to
understand Melksham’s attitude towards growth and the strategic priorities for Melksham over the next 20 years.
Attendees included representatives from Melksham Town Council, Melksham Without Parish Council, Seend Parish
Council and Broughton Gifford Parish Council. The minutes note: “There were also mentions that many of the jobs
available in Melksham are only part-time, which leads to out-commuting. There is general consensus among the
attending parishes that high skilled employment is what is needed in the town.”
Significant efforts are being directed by Wiltshire Council and the Swindon & Wiltshire LEP at remedying what
translates into a low level of value added employment, including in Melksham. For example, ‘Be Involved’ is the
Wiltshire Council Employment & Skills initiative that enables employers to support the employability of young
people and the future workforce. Several Melksham employers have pledged to work together with the Council’s
team, which can include supporting young people through local schools and those members of the community who
are experiencing barriers to work; creating opportunities through apprenticeships, traineeships and supported
internships.
A further example: a‘ Work Wiltshire ’Apprenticeships, Employment and Skills Roadshow was held at Melksham
Library in May. Amongst others, Knorr-Bremse Rail Systems (UK) Ltd were present with their recruitment team. The
event highlighted the significant numbers of job vacancies available in Melksham across a wide range of sectors.
Between 50 and 60 people attended with an age range of 17 to 67 – they were supported with information across
a wide range of employment related subjects.
CONCLUSION
Perhaps not surprisingly, discussions with a broad range of councillors and respondents over the past couple of
months in the run-up to this study has produced a consensus that Melksham Town has significant opportunities for
societal and economic improvements. But the town must first reach some consensus about how it should best
develop strategically over the short-term (<5 years) and over the longer term (5-15+ years) – in other words, with
the period of the forthcoming Local Plan 2016-2036. And that is where we now turn our attention.

11
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3. PLANNING POLICY
WILTSHIRE CORE STRATEGY
The 2015 Wiltshire Core Strategy12 sets out ambitious targets, including the following: “Market towns and service
centres will have become more self-contained and supported by the necessary infrastructure, with a consequent
reduction in the need to travel. In all settlements there will be an improvement in accessibility to local services, a
greater feeling of security and the enhancement of a sense of community and place. This pattern of development,
with a more sustainable approach towards transport and the generation and use of power and heat, will have
contributed towards tackling climate change”.
More specifically for our purposes, it anticipated that, “by 2026, Melksham will be a thriving and accessible market
town that respects its heritage and rural environment, whilst welcoming the expansion of local inward investment
from new high quality businesses. The town’s employment base will have been strengthened, helping to improve
its economic self-containment. Inward investment will also help support regeneration ambitions for the town centre
…”.
The Core Strategy also noted that:
“… the town centre is in need of regeneration and the retail offer has suffered for a number of years. Community
and health facilities in Melksham are under pressure, with most GP surgeries and primary and secondary schools at
capacity. Although Melksham has a relatively strong existing employment base, and has the capacity for future
employment growth, there is a high degree of economic out-commuting…
“… Melksham is identified as having an important strategic employment role. The town has a reasonably broad
economic base and has historically been able to attract large employers… there are good opportunities to expand
the employment base within Melksham.
“… The strategy for Melksham will be to ensure an appropriate and balanced mix of housing and employment growth
is managed to provide contributions to town centre improvement and delivery of enhanced services in the town.”
The Core Strategy went on to outline a number of specific issues that would need to be addressed in planning for
the Melksham Community Area. They included:
‣ residential growth in Melksham should help address the shortfall in affordable housing and contribute towards
delivering improved infrastructure,
‣ growth should contribute towards town centre regeneration, including traffic management improvements and
the revitalisation of the retail and employment offer,
‣ improving Melksham’s town centre is a priority and this should assist in improving the setting of the historic
environment … Wherever possible, key community services and facilities should be located within or well
related to the town centre to help promote and deliver regeneration … There is a need to increase the capacity
of GP surgeries, particularly towards the west of the town,
‣ there is limited scope for any further convenience retail provision in the town, but potential for expansion of
comparison retailing, which should support town centre regeneration. Any proposals for large format retail
units should demonstrate how they would integrate with and enhance existing town centre businesses,
incorporating high quality public realm and strong pedestrian linkages,
‣ further employment growth in Melksham will help to further diversify the employment base, providing
protection against possible future changes in the employment market. The regeneration and improvement of
existing employment sites, such as the Bowerhill Industrial Estate, remains a priority,
‣ any new development in the town should have strong walking and cycling linkages to the town centre,
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‣ opportunities to enhance the riverside area in Melksham as an important leisure corridor could be integrated
into plans for the proposed restoration of the Wilts and Berks Canal and any regeneration proposals. These will
need to be carefully considered through a community-led process.
Progress in delivering these issues and policies has not been immediate. Indeed, in today’s fractured world, it would
be easy to dismiss them as so much ‘motherhood and apple pie’. However, they do provide a helpful framework
both for the evolving Neighbourhood Plan (and its subsequent review) and for the prospective work on town centre
regeneration.
CHANGES TO NATIONAL PLANNING POLICY FRAMEWORK
All planning strategy and implementation has to conform to the National Planning Policy Framework, whose latest
iteration was published in February 201913. In the context of future development of the economy of Melksham
Town and the expectation of the planning authority, as well as local bodies, it is worth highlighting a few points.
‣ “Planning law requires that applications for planning permission be determined in accordance with the
development plan14, unless material considerations indicate otherwise. The National Planning Policy
Framework must be taken into account in preparing the development plan, and is a material consideration in
planning decisions. Planning policies and decisions must also reflect relevant international obligations and
statutory requirements.”
‣ “The purpose of the planning system is to contribute to the achievement of sustainable development. At a very
high level, the objective of sustainable development can be summarised as meeting the needs of the present
without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs. Achieving sustainable
development means that the planning system has three overarching objectives:
- an economic objective … to help build a strong, responsive and competitive economy, by ensuring that
sufficient land of the right types is available in the right places and at the right time to support growth,
innovation and improved productivity; and by identifying and coordinating the provision of infrastructure,
- a social objective … to support strong, vibrant and healthy communities, by ensuring that a sufficient number
and range of homes can be provided to meet the needs of present and future generations; and by fostering
a well-designed and safe built environment, with accessible services and open spaces that reflect current
and future needs and support communities ’health, social and cultural well-being, and
- an environmental objective … to contribute to protecting and enhancing our natural, built and historic
environment; including making effective use of land, helping to improve biodiversity, using natural resources
prudently, minimising waste and pollution, and mitigating and adapting to climate change, including moving
to a low carbon economy.”
‣ “Once a neighbourhood plan has been brought into force, the policies it contains take precedence over existing
non-strategic policies in a local plan covering the neighbourhood area, where they are in conflict; unless they
are superseded by strategic or non-strategic policies that are adopted subsequently.”
‣ “Local planning authorities are encouraged to use Local Development Orders to set the planning framework for
particular areas or categories of development where the impacts would be acceptable, and in particular where
this would promote economic, social or environmental gains for the area. Communities can use Neighbourhood
Development Orders and Community Right to Build Orders to grant planning permission. These require the
support of the local community through a referendum. Local planning authorities should take a proactive and
positive approach to such proposals, working collaboratively with community organisations to resolve any
issues before draft orders are submitted for examination. The use of Article 4 directions to remove national
permitted development rights should be limited to situations where this is necessary to protect local amenity or
the well-being of the area.”
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14

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/810197/NPPF_Feb_2019_revised.pdf
This includes local and neighbourhood plans brought into force and any spatial development strategies produced by combined authorities or elected Mayors.
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‣ In the context of building a strong, competitive economy, “planning policies should:
- set out a clear economic vision and strategy which positively and proactively encourages sustainable
economic growth, having regard to … local policies for economic development and regeneration,
- set criteria, or identify strategic sites, for local and inward investment …
- seek to address potential barriers to investment, such as inadequate infrastructure … and
- be flexible enough to accommodate needs not anticipated in the plan, allow for new and flexible working
practices …
“Planning policies and decisions should recognise and address the specific locational requirements of different
sectors. This includes making provision for clusters or networks of knowledge and data-driven, creative or high
technology industries; and for storage and distribution operations at a variety of scales and in suitably
accessible locations.”
‣ In the context of ensuring the vitality of town centres, “planning policies should:
- define a network and hierarchy of town centres and promote their long-term vitality and viability – by
allowing them to grow and diversify in a way that can respond to rapid changes in the retail and leisure
industries, allows a suitable mix of uses (including housing) and reflects their distinctive characters,
- define the extent of town centres and primary shopping areas, and make clear the range of uses permitted in
such locations, as part of a positive strategy for the future of each centre,
- retain and enhance existing markets and, where appropriate, re-introduce or create new ones,
- allocate a range of suitable sites in town centres to meet the scale and type of development likely to be
needed, looking at least ten years ahead. Meeting anticipated needs for retail, leisure, office and other main
town centre uses over this period should not be compromised by limited site availability, so town centre
boundaries should be kept under review where necessary,
- where suitable and viable town centre sites are not available for main town centre uses, allocate appropriate
edge of centre sites that are well connected to the town centre. If sufficient edge of centre sites cannot be
identified, policies should explain how identified needs can be met in other accessible locations that are well
connected to the town centre, and
- recognise that residential development often plays an important role in ensuring the vitality of centres and
encourage residential development on appropriate sites.”
‣ In the context of supporting high quality communications, the paper states that “advanced, high quality and
reliable communications infrastructure is essential for economic growth and social well-being. Planning policies
and decisions should support the expansion of electronic communications networks, including next generation
mobile technology (such as 5G) and full fibre broadband connections. Policies should set out how high quality
digital infrastructure, providing access to services from a range of providers, is expected to be delivered and
upgraded over time; and should prioritise full fibre connections to existing and new developments (as these
connections will, in almost all cases, provide the optimum solution).
‣ In the context of meeting the challenge of climate change … “the planning system should support the transition
to a low carbon future … It should help to: shape places in ways that contribute to radical reductions in
greenhouse gas emissions, minimise vulnerability and improve resilience; encourage the reuse of existing
resources, including the conversion of existing buildings; and support renewable and low carbon energy and
associated infrastructure.
‣ In the context of conserving and enhancing the historic environment, heritage assets … are an irreplaceable
resource, and should be conserved in a manner appropriate to their significance, so that they can be enjoyed
for their contribution to the quality of life of existing and future generations.
NO T E : A heritage as set is defined as a building, monument, s ite, place, area or lands cape identified as having
a degree of s ignificance meriting cons ideration in planning decis ions, becaus e of its heritage interes t. T hat
includes , but is NO T exclus ive to, listed buildings – meaning that an old indus trial building or an area of land
can be defined as a heritage as set. When cons idering a planning application, the NP P F s tates that the
planning authority s hould cons ider “(1) the desirability of s ustaining and enhancing the s ignificance of heritage
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as sets and putting them to viable us es cons istent with their cons ervation; (2) the positive contribution that
cons ervation of heritage as sets can make to s ustainable communities including their economic vitality; and (3)
the desirability of new development making a positive contribution to local character and dis tinctivenes s ”.
T hose are important points worth bearing in mind.
PLANNING PRACTICE GUIDANCE: TOWN CENTRES AND RETAIL
In July 2019, the UK Government published an update to its practice guidance on planning for retail and other town
centre uses15. This is of interest when considering future planning for the town centre.
The introduction notes that “local planning authorities can take a leading role in promoting a positive vision for these
areas, bringing together stakeholders and supporting sustainable economic and employment growth. They need to
consider structural changes in the economy, in particular changes in shopping and leisure patterns and formats, the
impact these are likely to have on individual town centres, and how the planning tools available to them can support
necessary adaptation and change.
“A wide range of complementary uses can, if suitably located, help to support the vitality of town centres, including
residential, employment, office, commercial, leisure/entertainment, healthcare and educational development. The
same is true of temporary activities such as ‘pop ups’, which will often benefit from permitted development rights.
Residential development in particular can play an important role in ensuring the vitality of town centres, giving
communities easier access to a range of services…
“Evening and night time activities have the potential to increase economic activity within town centres and provide
additional employment opportunities. They can allow town centres to diversify and help develop their unique brand
and offer services beyond retail. In fostering such activities, local authorities will also need to consider and address
any wider impacts in relation to crime, noise and security.
Lichfields explain that “the overdue update of the PPG does not radically change the approach to town centres and
retail but there is a clear shift in emphasis. Restricting out-of-centre development is not the key to saving town
centres and high streets, they need to change and evolve to respond to structural changes in the economy.
“Local planning authorities can still define primary and secondary retail frontages but this is not mandatory. The use
of frontages and policies to control the mix of uses need to be justified i.e. where it clearly supports the vitality and
viability of a centre. This change implies a more flexible and location specific approach to the protection of retail
uses. Finally, the need for a collaborative partnership approach between local authorities and other parties is
reiterated and expanded, with a list of relevant stakeholders provided.”16
NATIONAL DESIGN GUIDE
In October 2019, the UK Government published a National Design Guide17. The National Design Guide “outlines
Government priorities for well-designed places through ten characteristics: context, identity, built form, movement,
nature, public spaces, uses, homes and buildings, resources, and lifespan. These characteristics are considered to
create the character of a well-designed place, to nurture and sustain a sense of community and to work positively
to address environmental issues affecting climate.
“According to the guide, a National Model Design Code will set out detailed standards for key elements of successful
design. The Code will be informed by the final report of the Building Better, Building Beautiful Commission and be
consulted on in early 2020. The guide notes that ‘specific, detailed and measurable criteria for good design are most
appropriately set out at the local level. They may take the form of local authority design guides, or design guidance
or design codes prepared by applicants to accompany planning applications’.
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https://www.gov.uk/guidance/ensuring-the-vitality-of-town-centres
https://lichfields.uk/blog/2019/july/24/town-centres-and-retail-implications-of-the-amended-ppg/
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/843468/National_Design_Guide.pdf

15 of 40

“However, it also says that ‘in the absence of local design guidance, local planning authorities will be expected to
defer to the illustrated National Design Guide and National Model Design Code. This will be consulted on, alongside
the consultation on the use of the National Model Design Code, in early 2020’.”18
HOUSING DELIVERY 2006-2026 AND THE LOCAL PLAN REVIEW 2016-2036
The Wiltshire Core Strategy (2015) covered the period 2006-2026. The indicative requirement for housing over
that period for Melksham Town and Bowerhill Village was 2,240 homes. Completions between 2006-2017 totalled
1,370 and ‘developable commitments’ 2017-2026 have totalled 1,221. This total of 2,591 shows that the housing
delivered was 16% over the requirement.
The latest figures – coming as a result of discussions and work completed for the Local Plan Review in readiness for
the Local Plan 2016-2036 – show a requirement for up to approximately 3,950 homes in Melksham, but with a
residual number of approximately 2,550. However, these figures may change. We will have to wait to see whether,
and by how much, these figures may change. The timetable for this is/was discussed at Wiltshire Council Cabinet
on 24 March, including a proposed further consultation planned for Summer 2020. The proposed adoption date for
the new Local Plan is now the start of 2023. The Cabinet paper relating to this meeting can be seen here.
It’s worth noting the following comment re: Melksham from Wiltshire Council’s informal consultation with Town
and Parish Councils in October 2018 on appropriate levels of growth (report published April 2019):
“It was felt that the town had taken significant growth in recent years with a lack of infrastructure including medical
provision. The importance of delivering infrastructure before any large scale future growth could be accommodated
was emphasised. This included a specific focus on the provision of an eastern bypass, without which it was felt
development would be difficult to accommodate (the indicative requirement discussed was about 3500 homes with
a residual of about 2400 homes to allocate). Other constraints included education provision (and the need for a new
secondary school) and the improvement of transport infrastructure, not only roads but also sustainable transport
options and the improvement of the railway station.”19
“A need exists to regenerate the town centre, encourage a wider variety of employment opportunities into the town
and possibly pedestrianise parts of the town centre. Investment must continue in the town centre and brownfield
opportunities must be maximised moving forward.”20
The increased likelihood of an eastern bypass for the town – and its possible completion by the late 2020s – clearly
opens the possibility of pressure from developers to push housing eastwards to the bypass boundary. This will
doubtless form part of the thinking as the new Local Plan evolves. But with that comes the critical issues of physical
and social infrastructure, as well as employment. See page 25 for more.
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Summary from Lichfields planning & development consultancy : https://lichfields.uk/content/news/2019/october/1/england-planning-news-october-2019/#section1
www.wiltshire.gov.uk/spp-informal-consultation-report-autumn-2018.pdf
www.wiltshire.gov.uk/spp-informal-consultation-report-autumn-2018-appendices.pdf
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4. DRIVERS FOR CHANGE
There is uniform agreement that Melksham town centre needs investment, a revitalisation, fresh thinking, better
resources and facilities. That’s nothing new. As we have seen, it’s been part of formal planning policy for years.
There has been some improvement, some cash spent on enhancing the area around the Town hall, on providing
better facilities in King George V Playing Fields. As was noted on page 10, the Community Area Board has been able
to provide funding that has been successfully leveraged to deliver much-needed community support.
But there is no over-arching plan for the town centre, no strategic positioning. As we said in the Introduction (page
3), there is now an ambition is to build and strengthen resilient economic activity through the development of new
commercial and social areas and opportunities in the town centre, alongside relevant infrastructural changes.
We have brought together a view of the town as it is today. Now we turn to what is driving change, what themes
and ideas and external shocks are going to provide a framework for redefining the town centre.
CLIMATE CHANGE
The 2015 Core Strategy appeared to recognise the challenge: “Climate change is possibly the greatest long-term
challenge facing the world today. Tackling climate change is therefore a key Government priority for the planning
system. Local authorities are uniquely placed to act on climate change and the planning system can help by
contributing to delivering the most sustainable development and shaping communities that are resilient to the
unavoidable consequences of a changing climate”21.
There were specific objectives set out:
‣ “A sustainable pattern of development, including improvement to the self-containment levels of the main
settlements and a reduction in the need to travel, will have contributed towards meeting climate change
obligations.
‣ The supply of energy and heat from renewable sources will have contributed towards meeting national targets
and helped to address fuel poverty.
‣ New development will have incorporated sustainable building practices and where possible will have
contributed to improving the existing building stock.
‣ High energy efficiency will have been incorporated into new buildings and development. New developments
will have incorporated appropriate adaptation and mitigation for climate change.
‣ New development will be supported by sustainable waste management”.
This is not the place to review progress since 2015. However, we do know that what was previously a challenge
has now become an emergency. Not enough has been done to reduce carbon usage, to address the rise in global
warming, to reduce our use of plastics. As one US writer put it trenchantly: “The planet has already warmed by one
degree Celsius. Most of the coral reefs are going to die, and many of the glaciers will melt. Climate change is here,
leaving grubby human fingerprints on parched, burned, flooded and melted landscapes. Climate change isn’t a cliff
we fall off, but a slope we slide down. And, true, we’ve chosen to throw ourselves headlong down the hill at
breakneck speed. But we can always choose to begin the long, slow, brutal climb back up. If we must argue about
what the view will be like when we get there, let’s at least agree to turn around first”22.
Much is changing. In the third quarter of 2019, the UK’s wind farms, solar panels, biomass and hydro plants
generated more electricity than the combined output from power stations fired by coal, oil and gas23. But change is
not moving quickly enough – and plans for Melksham town centre over the next 15-20 years cannot ignore the
likelihood, let alone the moral imperative, that a low carbon economy, infrastructure and lifestyle will be required.
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www.wiltshire.gov.uk/planning-policy-core-strategy page 28
https://blogs.scientificamerican.com/hot-planet/thinking-about-climate-on-a-dark-dismal-morning/
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That is not going to be easy without a major shift at national government level. In the meantime, Wiltshire Highways,
even while seeking to make their own contribution to a less carbon heavy infrastructure, will be under pressure to
provide road improvements to accommodate more vehicles and more people. Investors will look for returns where
they can best be made, not necessarily where they are most needed – because of the pressures they are under from
the wider financial system. And housebuilders will continue to respond to anticipated housing needs while adhering
to legal requirements in terms of the carbon impacts of their work – requirements which are set at national level
and which local authorities, let alone town councils, are unable to radically change. Again, whether that is enough is
for others to judge.
These are not political comments. They are the facts that must be accommodated, addressed, changed or ignored
at a domestic, local, regional, national and global level. And they must inform the process of change that lies ahead
of us in building a strong and successful future for the town centre and the people of Melksham.
ALTERNATIVE ECONOMIC MODELS
The Economist newspaper commented in June 2018 on a speech given by Michael Gove (then secretary of state
for the environment). He began, according to The Economist, “by praising the system as the most successful wealthcreating machine the world has seen, but went on to lament ‘the failure of our current model of capitalism to deliver
the progress we all aspire to’. … Mr Gove is surely right that if capitalism’s friends don’t reform the system, then
capitalism’s enemies will do it for them”24.
A couple of months later, in September 2018, the New Economics Foundation launched a pamphlet proposing six
stepping stones to a new economy. They said: “We believe there are six systemic changes that we must achieve
over the next decade to create the stepping stones for a new economy. Across each of these, NEF has and will
continue to develop radical solutions for how we respond. These systemic changes cover: A purposeful
economy, urgent green transition, more worker power, homes for all, decent quality of life, a digital revolution. We
need truly radical thinking for truly radical times and we present this pamphlet not as the last word, but as the
beginning of a conversation about how we can ensure the next decade brings better lives for the many, lived within
the limits of our planet”25.
In the months since those two examples, discussion about economic direction has grown considerably. Whether
the December general election will provide any guidance on future direction remains to be seen, but there is a
widespread belief that the economic model needs to change. Mayhem in the high street and the impact of digital
commerce has made certain of that.
One way to boost local retail and commercial activity that is getting a lot of attention is known as ‘community
wealth building’. At its heart is the idea of rebuilding strong connections between the enterprises, people and places
that create wealth and those who benefit from it. It’s known that locally owned or socially minded enterprises are
more likely to employ, buy and invest locally, thereby contributing to local economic and social development. In
these instances, therefore, there is a higher propensity for wealth to be generative rather than extracted. As such,
community wealth building seeks to promote locally owned and socially minded enterprises. It also seeks to
democratise the economy with greater local authority insourcing and development of municipal enterprise26.
In the UK the idea has been most widely observed in the city of Preston27, the Lancashire town of 140,000 that was
in the 20% most deprived areas of the UK. Over the past five years the local authority has turned things round, with
a critical emphasis on local procurement. The Council identified a number of ‘anchor’ institutions, including
Lancashire County Council, who agreed to ‘buy local’. The impact has been significant, with the most recent anchor
institution spend analysis finding that the procurement spend retained within Preston was £112.3m, a rise of £74m
from 2012/13. Within the wider Lancashire economy (including Preston) £488.7m of spend had been retained, a
rise of £200m from the baseline analysis.
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https://www.economist.com/britain/2018/06/07/good-capitalism-v-bad-capitalism
https://neweconomics.org/2018/09/an-economy-for-the-people-by-the-people
You can read more about community wealth building at https://cles.org.uk/publications/community-wealth-building-2019/
https://cles.org.uk/publications/how-we-built-community-wealth-in-preston-achievements-and-lessons/. See also https://thenextsystem.org/the-preston-model
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Another interesting approach is what are called foundational economies, an idea being tested across Wales by the
devolved government. According to Business Wales, “the services and products within the foundational economy
provide those basic goods and services on which every citizen relies and which keep us safe, sound and civilized.
Care and health services, food, housing, energy, construction, tourism and retailers on the high street are all
examples of the foundational economy. The industries and firms that are there because people are there. Estimates
suggest they account for four in ten jobs and £1 in every three that we spend. In some parts of Wales this basic
‘foundational economy ’is the economy.
“The (Welsh Government’s) economic action plan has set the direction for a broader and more balanced approach
to economic development with a shift towards a focus on place and making communities stronger and more
resilient. The plan places a greater emphasis on tackling inequality and signals a shift to a ‘something for something ’
relationship with business. Promoting inclusive growth through a new focus on the foundational economy sits
alongside the other three pillars of our economic contract: supporting business investment that future-proofs the
economy … a regional approach to investing in the skills people need to enter, remain and progress in work … and
the infrastructure communities need to be connected and vibrant”28.
That would seem as good a definition of how we would all want our towns to be, particularly when it comes to living
our day-to-day lives in the high street ….
THE CHANGING HIGH STREET
One of those consulted for this paper considers that “the High Street has no character that would make anyone say
‘Let’s go shopping in Melksham’ and only those residents and those working here tend to shop here … as Melksham
follows the national trend towards the cheaper and more convenient anytime on-line shopping trend. Somehow we
need to take advantage of the large increase in our population, our high employment rate and the changing lifestyle
habits of the town’s younger and newer inhabitants”.
Of course, the problem is that the high street has changed irrevocably in the past decade. Amongst the plethora of
books and programmes about how to revive the High Street, some of the most practical and inspiring work has been
produced by veteran retailer Bill Grimsey, who specialised in the food and DIY sectors, most notably at Wickes,
Iceland, and Focus (DIY), as well as spells abroad and at Tesco.
In 2012, he published a book called S old O ut—Who K illed the High S treet? 29 . The following year, he published a
report on the state of the high street, The Grimsey Review30. An update – Grimsey Review 2 – was published in
July 201831 . The second Review is particularly recommended for those who want to find some more in-depth
reading on the way forward. Many of the recommendations are directed at planning authorities, but others are
directly relevant to this present exercise. Some of the key excerpts are provided below – we suggest these should
be taken into account in any strategic planning for the future of the town centre.
‣ From the Foreword …

- By becoming gathering points for whole communities, which also offer a great experience facilitated by
technology and incorporating health, entertainment, education, leisure, business/office space and shops at
the heart of a thriving community hub, every high street and town centre can have a positive future.
- We still rely on old models that are not fit for the 21st century and this is holding back change.
- In Scotland they have started testing Community Improvement Districts (CIDs), which by definition embrace
all stakeholders in the area. This is a good first step. (NO T E : this chimes with the idea of the foundational
economy model, described above.)
‣ Key Findings …
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https://businesswales.gov.wales/foundational-economy. See also https://foundationaleconomy.com/introduction/
http://www.vanishinghighstreet.com/shop/
https://web.archive.org/web/20131007232318/http://www.vanishinghighstreet.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/09/GrimseyReview04.092.pdf
http://vanishinghighstreet.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/GrimseyReview2.pdf
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- There is a need for all towns to develop plans that are business-like and focused on transforming the place
into a complete community hub incorporating health, housing, arts, education, entertainment, leisure,
business/office space, as well as some shops, while developing a unique selling proposition. (NO T E : ditto.)
- The key is outstanding, talented and committed leadership… Strong leadership and vision are essential.
- The curating of a place based on its distinct heritage is multi-dimensional and complex but should feature
strongly when developing the “offer”: Why would people want to live, work, play, visit and invest in the
‘place’? What does it stand for?
‣ Recommendations (excerpts) …

- Accept that there is already too much retail space in the UK and that bricks and mortar retailing can no
longer be the anchor for thriving high streets and town centres. They need to be repopulated and refashioned as community hubs, including housing, health and leisure, entertainment, education, arts,
business/office space and some shops.
- Embed libraries and public spaces at the heart of each community as digital and health hubs that embrace
smart technology.
- Introduce clear high street assets ownership for each town to be able to trace the owner of every single
property and engage them in the health and wellbeing of the place.
- Create a nominal maximum charge (£1) for the first two hours of parking in town centres, while introducing
30 minutes free parking in high streets with no paid extension option.
‣ Other highlights …

- The form and function of cities and towns across the world has had to change as a result but their
composition, identity and ability to change have evolved in different ways. One golden thread connects
them all – they are communities of people who create economic value to the place where they live. The
level of economic health determines the volume and value of the people that occupy it and from this, money
flows into the local economy and creates the need for shops, bars, restaurants, cinemas, clubs and other
consumer facing businesses.
‣ At home in town …

- Residential growth requires supporting community infrastructure, notably functioning town centres, which
will have a significant impact on the quality of life for new and existing residents.
- The potential for residential development in our town centres is a win-win proposition. It would make a
major contribution to the housing crisis, while responding to the change in working patterns, connectivity
and consumer habits. Homes in town centres serve to increase footfall and increase demand. The obvious
response to any town with a falling footfall, particularly one seeking an evening economy, is to build more
homes.
- There is no one prescription for residential building in any town centre. It is contingent upon a decent
master plan and design brief – but there is a hierarchy of desirability: homes in empty spaces above shops
are always desirable and should be encouraged. Landowners and landlords should be incentivised to give
over redundant upper floor spaces to well-planned and well-designed residential units.
- Opportunities for new housing development in poorly used spaces – infill sites, underused car parks,
redundant service yards – should be identified through the master planning process.
- Permitted development rights to allow homes to be formed from redundant retail stock can be encouraged,
as long as these are outside the core.
- New residential development should only be co-located with evening economy uses when sufficient
thought is given to management of potentially conflicting uses. Within the core, permitted development
rights would only be accorded to conversion for economic uses (offices or workshops).
‣ Cafe working in the freelance revolution …

- Flexible workspaces have grown from 2% of office space in 2015 to 7.5% in 2017. Three quarters of this
capacity is outside London, so this is very much a national pattern, according to Cushman & Wakefield.
Forecasters expect these types of working environments to account for 12.5% of office space by 2020.
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Flexible workspaces will need broadband upgrades, requiring landlords to act more as service and
infrastructure providers, developing ‘Space as a Service’.
- Local shopping venues, close to where the flexi-worker lives, and those in bigger cities to which they travel,
will benefit from these new work patterns. Spending by these types of visitors feed into cafes and
collaborative work places … but also hairdressers, gyms, convenience stores and a host of other shops. The
revenue of the UK’s coffee shops is expected to reach £4.9bn a year by 2020, a significant proportion of
which will come from flexi-workers.
- Premises for stylish cafes and town centre flexible workspaces are still under-supplied. Research by the
Retail Practice has highlighted a whole range of locations which have failed to create sufficient capacity for
this important cohort of new users.
- Affordable shared workspace is one of the urgent priorities for improving high street and town centre
density and attraction as a work destination. Each location needs a local policy for supporting flexible
workspaces as well as new, innovative retail concepts to serve the emerging freelance audience. The optimal
increase in office space density needed can be worked out from the new footfall measurement data, using
local high street and town centre sensors.
Grimsey also offered 13 Principles for a thriving town centre:
Many of the ideas produced by Grimsey resurfaced in a report, High S treets and town centres in 203032 , published
in February 2019 by the House of Commons Housing, Communities and Local Government Committee.
Some of the conclusions included:

‣ Our high streets and town centres can have a better and more balanced future ahead of them … This will
require a shift from the retail focused activities of high streets and town centres today to new uses and
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https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmcomloc/1010/1010.pdf
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purposes which foster greater social interaction, community spirit and local identity and characteristics. With a
properly planned strategic intervention led by the local authority, with the backing of local stakeholders and the
wider community, we can redefine our high streets and town centres and ensure their long-term sustainability
for future generations to come.
‣ Achieving the large-scale structural change needed will require an intervention led by the local authority, using
all its powers and backed by cross-sector collaboration. However, given the financial pressure faced by local
authorities, central government funding will be needed for this, as well as significant private sector investment.
‣ The Government has announced the introduction of a Digital Services Tax in April 2020 to address issues
related to historic avoidance of corporation tax. However, this does not address the imbalance between online
and high street retailers. The Government needs to go further and move faster to level the playing field
between online and high street retailers.
‣ Planning is crucial to high street and town centre transformation. Given this, the Government should ensure
that planning powers are fit-for-purpose, sufficiently responsive and up-to-date and undertake a
comprehensive review of planning as it pertains to the high street. In particular, we believe that permitted
development rights (P D R s) ris k undermining the s trategic vis ion that a community has developed for its high
s treet or town centre. T he C ommittee is recommending the G overnment s hould s uspend any further extension
of P DR s , pending an evaluation of their impact on the high s treet (our italics ).
‣ Policies should reflect the wide variety of local circumstances. Councils should be actively encouraged to
develop town centre masterplans and use their powers positively to renew their town centres. Where PDRs
conflict with particular designations in the Local Plan or other established planning documents, councils should
be given greater freedom to suspend PDRs in the affected area.
‣ We recommend that action is taken at local level to create visionary strategies for high streets and town
centres which have the backing of the local community, to support local traders, to facilitate parking and to
develop the role of place partnerships.
‣ Local Plans must be living documents, regularly updated to capture and reflect changing trends, and must be
forward looking, anticipating what will happen in five years' time. They should be supplemented with dynamic
strategies covering specific high streets and town centres. We recommend that all local areas should also
develop an overarching vision setting out the direction for the future of their high streets and town centres.
‣ We were attracted by the idea that BIDs should be replaced with community improvement districts but
recognise that legislative changes might be needed to implement this. We encourage the Government to
consider how this might be done and, in the interim, recommend the appointment of community
representatives to BID panels in order to encourage a more balanced approach in their work.
‣ With online shopping only set to grow in the future, we heard that, to compete and be successful, high street
retail needs to carve out a separate role, focusing on providing “experience” and “convenience”.
‣ In many places, store opening hours do not reflect the fact that many people need and want to be able to shop
at the end of the day after they have left work. If they cannot shop on the high street at their convenience,
they will shop online or at an out-of-town retail centre instead. Retailers should conduct research with
shoppers to find out whether their opening hours are meeting people’s needs and adjust them in accordance
with the results on a local, shop-by-shop basis.
‣ Landlords are often the least visible stakeholders in high streets and town centres but are among the most
important. The Committee is recommending all landlords recognise that the retail property market has changed
and take an active approach, providing their tenants with good quality properties on a flexible basis and
investing in and reconfiguring properties for new uses. Further, we encourage them to fully engage in local
partnerships working on high street and town centre transformation and to consider the potential for further
investment to help bring plans to fruition.
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Evidence that high streets are evolving in response to the demise of the major retailers came from a Which? survey
published in October 201933. It revealed that:
“Services such as cafés, markets, and tattoo parlours have thrived even as major retailers struggle amid concerns
for the future of the UK high street (following an analysis of) almost 1.5 million Ordnance Survey business records
to compare Britain’s retail and services landscape from 2014 to 2019.
“Many high streets are moving away from being carbon copies of one another. Instead, flourishing personal services,
markets, and food specialists that focus on ‘experiences ’(are) replacing retailers hit directly by the rise of online
shopping.
“Of the 10 sectors that have seen an increase in premises on UK high streets, six are categorised as ‘eating out and
services’, with the biggest increase since 2014 seen in banqueting and function rooms (114%). This was followed
by markets, one of the few sectors categorised as a retailer in the top 10, which saw an increase of 52% between
2014 and 2019. Tattooing and piercing services increased their presence on the high street by 44%; cafés, snack
bars and tea rooms by 35%; and hair and beauty services by 31%.
“Of the 10 hardest hit sectors, only two were categorised as offering personal services – fast food delivery services
(-50%) and internet cafés (-36%). The rest were categorised as retailers. The most negatively impacted sector was
book and map sellers, which saw a reduction of 70% over the five-year period. Other sectors to suffer include
computer shops (-56%), shops selling second hand supplies (-44%), electrical goods and components sellers (-39%)
and art and antique stores (-41%).
“Despite ongoing concerns regarding the ‘death of the high street’, businesses offering services or experiences that
cannot be replicated online have prospered in the face of the booming digital economy. These traders can also
function as effective drivers of footfall to other businesses, with many traditional retailers now pivoting towards
offering these kinds of services in-store.
“The analysis suggests that in order to thrive in the face of the growing digital economy, UK high streets need to
become wise to the unique role they can play in consumers ’lives, offering services that cannot be replicated online
to act as an anchor for bringing people into town centres.”
One further comment from one of the leading activists in the fight to save town centres. In his excellent 2015 book
How to s ave our town centres 34, Julian Dobson wrote that “the future of the High Street lies not in campaigns to
save this and to stop that, but in actively shaping what is to come: both literally and metaphorically to nurture,
connect, forge, build, perform and celebrate. The town centre will not be as we or our parents remember it, and it
will require less physical space as digital connectivity alters almost every aspect of our lives. But it can be a place
that once again belongs to all of us and functions as the heart of a community, a pump that gives vitality to the
whole.”
THE CHANGING WORKPLACE
While the High Street is changing, so is the office workplace. Collaboration and community are the key watchwords
that are coming to define how and where people in what used to be called ‘white collar’ jobs are working. White
collars are gone. Hierarchy is gone. Information is no longer the means to power. Technology has seen to that – and
those who have grown up over the past 20 years since broadband was first introduced in the UK have been party
to massive changes in how and where people work.
Ten years ago a small company in a medium-sized town with three or four employees might work in an office above
a retailer or, if they were lucky, in a ‘business centre’ with half a dozen similar-sized companies. Working
collaboratively together was not an option. There was no networking to speak of, either digitally or physically.
With technology, all that has changed. Today’s new generation of ‘knowledge workers’ are born to collaborate –
and the model is generally called ‘coworking’. This is how one operator describes the new culture of working:
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“Coworking is an innovative, relatively new way of working that puts an independent yet community-oriented spin
on the traditional office space. At its broadest point, coworking is simply the practice of multiple businesses and/or
freelancers from unrelated companies or fields sharing a workspace and its amenities.
“Another way to put it is that coworking constitutes a shared workplace. Because it’s not like a traditional office,
the coworking model often attracts non-traditional workers such as freelancers, independent contractors, and
satellite professionals who work from home, creative companies like media and tech, as well start-ups. However, as
the model continues to grow in popularity, mid-size companies and enterprise institutions with thousands of
employees are also starting to take advantage of the added efficiency.
“As the coworking model has become more standardized, one additional part of the definition is that the companies
who work in the same building experience a shared use of the operator’s administrative and amenities functions.
This can mean everything from fibre optic-fast Internet to professional receptionists who can screen and transfer
calls, to a gym and restaurant on-site. For growing businesses who need these resources and amenities to attract
and retain talent but don’t have the capacity to engage them on their own, the coworking model is a lifeboat.
“Coworking is a perfect example of where these changes are headed. By combining the communal aspect of a
traditional corporate office with the flexibility and freedom of independent work conducted at home (or more often
than not, at the local coffee shop), coworking meets both styles in the middle. Freelancers need not remain isolated
at home, and traditional companies need not remain rigid at the office.
“The modern workspace is also affected by who is working, and companies need to appeal to a younger workforce.
Location is always important, which means everything from the actual physical location of the office, as well as the
design and aesthetic of the building’s shared office spaces, walkability, and access to amenities.”35
The model for these workspaces is based on easy-in/easy-out terms (e.g. one-month licence rather than complicated
sub-leases), and a monthly fee – typically £200-350 per month per desk (+VAT), which includes rent, rates, gigabit
high speed synchronous connectivity, free coffees, teas etc, community events and other bonuses.
The model is now to be found worldwide, including a significant number of spaces in Bristol and a growing number
in Bath. There are constraints on making the model work (it needs to be at scale with dozens of desks available
rather than a handful – so typically 10-20,000 sqft and more. But it is a model that is becoming increasingly
attractive – see comments from the Grimsey Review 2 on pages 19-21 above. It has real potential in our market
towns and specifically in the future redevelopment of sites north of the Melksham town bridge.
OUR DIGITAL WORLD
Strong and consistent connectivity to the digital world is a must for the future. Unfortunately, all too often our
connectivity is neither strong nor consistent. The lexicon of words used to describe internet connections is being
tested to destruction. ‘Superfast’ seems to be the current word of the main providers – but that appears to cover
speeds from as little 30Mbps to 900Mbps.
Current speeds being achieved in Melksham town are in the region of 40-50Mbps36 while offers vary from an
advertised average speed of 35-65Mbps37. But look at the small print. One example (Virgin) offers an average
download speed of 53Mbps “based on the download speeds that at least 50% of customers get at peak time”. So
more typically you may get a lot less. Particularly relevant for anyone using these services for business are the
upload speeds. The same Virgin deal offers an average upload speed of just 3Mbps. Another provider, PlusNet,
offers averages of 66Mbps download, but only 18Mbps upload.
There is much frustration and aggravation, particularly among rural businesses, over the way connectivity is being
handled. In some parts of the country, communities have taken things into their own hands, the leader being the
social enterprise Broadband for the Rural North Limited (BARN) which claims to offer the fastest rural broadband
service in the world, with gigabit connectivity (1,000Mbps+) available at £30 month for households and small
businesses. Other for-profit companies are offering improved services in the southwest, including Gigaclear, which
35
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is running a programme with Wiltshire Council’s Wiltshire Online to provide services to North Wiltshire’s rural areas
– including Whitley (from Q1 2021) and Sandridge Common (from Q2 2021)38.
Mobile coverage in Melksham is generally good, but not universally so. According to their own network coverage
maps for 4G in the town, the main providers say as follows:
- EE: Good coverage outdoors and varying levels of coverage indoors.
- O2: Good indoors and outdoors. Good for mobile broadband.
- Vodafone: Good indoor and outdoor.
- 3: You can use the internet in most instances on our 4G network, indoor signal strength may vary.
The new 5G networks will be a complete game-changer, with massively increased speeds (c. 2Gbps) and an ability
to handle data much more effectively (so, for example, allowing for much easier streaming of events, films etc). The
first 5G phones are now available and some cities have services, including Bristol. There are some health concerns
in terms of radiation, but it is unlikely that this will curtail the eventual rollout worldwide.
CHANGING METHODS AND MEANS OF MOVEMENT
Significant investment has taken place along the A350 to remove pinch points in Chippenham and enable smoother
onward transit to Melksham. However, high traffic volumes, particularly in the peak periods, result in congestion,
delays and unpredictable journey times around and through the town. Long queues commonly form on the A350
corridor to the west of Melksham during the morning and evening peak periods, with queuing and delays remaining
throughout the inter-peak. Investment of £3m has been used to improve the flow and reduce congestion on the
Farmers Roundabout. Traffic lights are now linked to the existing lights providing access to the ASDA and A365
junctions.
Meanwhile, the options for an eastern bypass received a mixed reaction. Revealed in August, they are now based
on two options. The first would connect the A350 north of Beanacre to Eastern Way where it meets with Sandridge
Common. The price was put at £51.2 million. The second would connect the A350 north of Beanacre to the A350
Semington bypass, south of Bowerhill. The price for this option was put at £135.8 million. Reader comments to the
Melksham Independent News at the time of the reveal favoured the longer option, not least because it would avoid
“dumping” traffic into the housing estates to the east of the town. However, others criticised the longer route
because of the environmental cost, including the loss of open countryside and woodland. The plans are currently
with the Department of Transport. A decision, originally due by December, will doubtless be delayed as a result of
the General Election. Construction has been slated as possible in early 2024, with completion by March 2026 for
the shorter route and June 2028 for the longer bypass.
Whichever route is selected, the bypass will undoubtedly make a big difference to the volume and type of traffic
travelling through the town, and in particular the town north of Farmers Roundabout. It will also enable far greater
consideration being given to changes to the roads from Market Place, up High Street, Bank Street and across the
river to Bradford Road, Old Broughton Road and pedestrian/cycle routes from the town centre to the railway station
(see below).
All of that said, the need for clean air and the climate change emergency will/should have a profound impact on
means of movement in and around Melksham over the next 15 years. In England and Wales all new vehicle sales
from 2040 must be petrol-free (2032 in Scotland, who have devolved powers on this issue). Depending on the
extent to which future UK governments react to events and public pressure, it must be thought likely that England
and Wales will move closer to other European countries – including Norway (2025), Ireland (2030), Netherlands
(2030), Sweden (2030), Denmark (2030) and Scotland (2032).
So within the period of the next Wiltshire Local Plan, major changes are likely to be introduced, impacting on the
way we move around and on public acceptability of vehicles in our town centres, themselves are set to change.
As part of any future redevelopment of the town centre, there have already been calls for elements of
pedestrianisation – particularly along Bank Street/High Street – as well as substantial improvements in all forms of
public transport, cycle ways, footpaths and train services (see below). There is no shortage of guidance and advice
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about how to make town centres more attractive, healthy and people-friendly and this can be brought to bear if
progress is made on a movement study and strategy (see page 37). One document, S treet Des ign for All39 , has a
number of short, sharp headlines that few would quarrel with, but which nonetheless provide a possible framework
for future consideration:
-

Make movement safe, efficient and pleasant for all
Design and manage for place as well as movement
Use the street to enhance the place
Cut clutter
Encourage cycling through attractive, safe, direct routes
Combine safety with amenity
Create crossings which are direct, elegant and safe
Use courtesy crossings to complement the quality of a place
Put street lights on buildings and service boxes underground
Design street corners for the safety and convenience of pedestrians
Either ensure good maintenance or design out the need.

TRANSWILTS RAIL
The community rail service in Wiltshire has received permanent status from the government after a successful trial.
The TransWilts line links Westbury, Trowbridge, Melksham and Chippenham with Swindon and the service is a
partnership between Great Western Railway and TransWilts Community Rail Partnership.
TransWilts Community Rail Partnership comprises local organisations, train operators, Wiltshire Council, rail users
and other interest groups. The 32-mile (51 km) TransWilts service launched in December 2013 and was funded via
a Department for Transport grant of £4.25m, supporting the service for three years.
TransWilts have been in the process of acquiring the lease from Wiltshire Council for the former Reed’s site,
adjacent to Melksham station. This will allow redevelopment of a community hub and café. Car parking will be
extended and charging introduced to fund the lease costs. Target completion is by 1st quarter 2020.
There are ambitious proposals for the future expansion of the rail service over the next decade. They include the
following proposals put forward by TransWilts Rail in their 2018 response to the DfT consultation on the Western
franchise:
‣ 2019-2020
- Extension of TransWilts to Southampton by combining with Three Rivers CRP train service
- Passing Loop in Melksham single track section to facilitate an hourly service
- Improved service frequency to Dilton Marsh station by using TransWilts
- A fourth platform at Westbury to improve it's operation as a key service connection hub
‣ 2020-2022
- A parkway station at Wilton, now identified as "Stonehenge & Wilton Junction", to better represent the
tourist passenger potential
- A Devizes Parkway station at Lydeway connecting Wiltshire's fifth largest town to the railway network and
an improved stopping service between Newbury and Westbury to Frome and Taunton
- Extension of TransWilts to Oxford and proving improved economic links to the Midlands
‣ 2024-2026 onwards
- A station at the important Porton Science Park location, which includes Porton Down UK and Boscombe
Down MOD strategic facilities. Located on the SWR service line Salisbury to Andover and London Waterloo
- A Royal Wootton Bassett parkway station to serve the west of Swindon expansion and close to M4 Jctn 16
- A Corsham station which is subject to a suitable stopping service being provided between Bristol TM and
Swindon. Possibly by an extension of the EastWest Rail but also subject to increased rail infrastructure
capacity between Royal Wootton Bassett and Didcot.
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The increase in service frequency will be marked, with the number of trains doubling from today’s level to 18 a day
by 2026.
BUS SERVICES
Melksham is relatively well served by buses, with services to Bath, Trowbridge, Devizes etc. But public transport is
becoming a central issue in response to the climate emergency, so there is likely to be significant pressure to
enhance public transport in the years ahead.
It is worth noting some comments from bus operator Stagecoach, in their December 2018 response to the issues
and options consultation on the November 2017 Wiltshire & Swindon Joint Spatial Framework.
Stagecoach describes the north and west of Wiltshire as among the most car-dependent parts of England. Other
relevant comments include the following:
‣ … Subject to major local transport and movement issues being appropriately addressed … Melksham could
accommodate additional development on a strategic scale. Planning to provide a step change in terms of public
transport frequency, reliability and journey times will be required to ensure that the movement demands arising
from strategic scale growth can be accommodated, and we believe that a significant degree of mode shift towards
buses is possible with a properly conceived transport strategy focused on these towns and the key inter-urban
bus corridors between them.
‣ … Census data already shows recent development east of Melksham at Clackers Brook is among the most cardependent in the UK. Merely adjoining a larger settlement does not in any way guarantee the availability of real
choices to meet new residents ’actual travel needs, the majority of which involve trips out of the town, for which
walking and cycling are no substitute.
‣ … At Melksham, it is important that opportunities to enhance the strategic north-south bus corridor through
Melksham and towards/through Semington are taken up. It is especially important that master planning of any
further growth that takes place at Melksham to the north-east and east of the town, makes provision to deliver
direct and effective bus routing and penetration of both existing and additional development. Effective bus
priority might be achievable within Melksham town centre and on its immediate approaches, and on Bath Road
in particular, needs to be carefully considered. This could especially assist the development of the important eastwest inter-urban corridor linking Melksham and Bowerhill to Atworth and Bath.
‣ Melksham has seen significant recent growth over several years, and recent commitments mean that this growth
is to continue. However, almost none of the recent development mainly towards the east, is directly served by
regular commercial bus services, which are mainly focused closer to the A350 corridor, or terminate at Bowerhill.
Not only that, but traffic is clearly seeking longer-distance destinations via the A350 in particular. There is strong
demand for further development in Melksham, where there is also significant local employment, but if patterns
of movement are not to result in a perpetuation of very high car-dependence, then options need to be considered
that would either help catalyse new services running towards the east, and potentially linking to Devizes and/or
Calne; or perhaps better still, west of the town that would be within easier walking and cycling distance of the
station and the town centre.
‣ We understand a need exists to bypass Melksham on the A350 route, and that the logical route options have
historically been considered to lie to the east. Recent development at Sandridge/Clackers Brook has made
provision for this to an extent. If an eastern bypass line is to be taken, this would open up a significant area to
the north east of the town, north of Sandridge Common. However, this would need to be very carefully
masterplanned to ensure that scope was created to create a new or amended north-south inter-urban corridor
that would also pick up recent unserved development, and that committed nearby as far as possible.
Our proposal (see page 37) for a broad ‘movement strategy’ study for Melksham, embracing all modes of movement,
would enable the town to start finding answers to some of the hard questions posed here and elsewhere about how
we move from one place to another.
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5. POTENTIAL DEVELOPMENT INITIATIVES IN MELKSHAM
This job of this document is not to propose specific actions in the town, but to provide the backcloth or canvas
against which these can be prepared. However, the preceding pages will have given food for thought as to what
might work and there are several key pointers that will or could make a considerable difference to the future
strength, resilience and wellbeing of the town.
The map below shows how the town’s layout already provides a framework for its future commercial and

community development, along the lines set out in the Grimsby Review 2 (see page 19).
The north end is strongly commercial, dominated by the 29-acre Cooper Tires site. Despite the reduction in
employment over the past year, the company remains the largest employer and have stated their intention to
continue to locate at Melksham their European headquarters and Europe Technical Center (see page 8).
As noted earlier, the Avonside Enterprise Park has recently been acquired for commercial development and AB
Dynamics will shortly be submitting their planning application for a new factory on the former Countrywide site.
The growing scope and development of the railway by TransWilts Rail – with increased services and frequency –
adds to the attraction of this quarter for future commercial growth.
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The north end will also be the focus for the Melksham Link Project – the proposed reinstatement of the portion of
the Wilts and Berks Canal that runs through Melksham between the Kennet and Avon Canal and the River Avon.
The project is part of a larger scheme to restore the entire Wilts & Berks Canal, which was closed in the early 20th
century (see below).
The other end of the town is the future community and social quarter, with the development of the campus project
and a key contributor to the health and wellbeing of the community (see below).
These two areas at the northern and southern end will act as ‘anchors’ for the further improvement, development
and regeneration of the town centre. They will create the strongest potential for substantially increased footfall –
the core requirement for a healthy town centre.
Feedback from consultation during the early stages (2015-17) of the Neighbourhood Plan expressed concern over
the growth of out-of-town retail, and the impacts this has on the town centre and traffic. There was also a desire
for more shops in the town centre, particularly comparison retail, to allow Melksham to be more self-contained and
reduce the need to travel elsewhere. The consultation also supported the need to make Melksham a more attractive
location to investors and employers – improving the road network and the appearance of the town centre and
riverside areas – and providing more high quality and attractive workspace offering a range of job opportunities40.
It is also worth noting that Wiltshire Council has previously stated that new allocations of employment land are
being considered, recognising that the highest forecast demand scenario is more than double the currently available
supply41. It has also noted that the level of out-commuting to neighbouring towns and to jobs along the M4 corridor
remains high, and residents' comments through community engagement suggest that people want to work closer
to their homes.
COOPER TIRES / AVONSIDE ENTERPRISE PARK / UPSIDE BUSINESS PARK / RIVERSIDE / MELKSHAM LINK
As noted previously, the COOPER TIRES site is critical to the evolution of the town centre. Following its decision
to end light vehicle tyre production, and even though there remain some 400 staff employed on site, at some stage
within the timeframe covered by this report (i.e. through to 2036), the company will consider the future of the 29acre site, as well as some 40 acres of riparian farmland opposite and to the northwest of the industrial site.
The factory site is currently identified in planning terms as commercial land. It is critical to creating future
employment, leisure and other commercial opportunities that the town prepares its own views on how the factory
space should be used and we recommend that this be started as soon as possible. The town should also have a
view as to the future of the 40 acres of farmland.
This does not place the town in opposition to Cooper Tires, but the preparatory groundwork should ensure that the
outcomes are designed and presented as a contribution to the company’s own deliberations. The emphasis should
be always on creating a partnership between the town and the company to deliver the best possible solution for
the site that balances varied expectations.
Contact has already been made between the Town Council and the new owners of the AVONSIDE ENTERPRISE
PARK – Create Real Estate. Here again the objective must be to develop a constructive relationship between the
town and the owners in order to ensure maximum input to the future development of the site. The new owners
have not yet revealed any plans, although early indications are anticipated in early 2020.
Once again, we suggest that the town prepares its own views on how the site should be used and we recommend
that this be started as soon as possible. This is likely to involve a mix of leisure, retail, office and residential. Done
sensitively, such a mixed development can transform the north side of the river and the riverbank itself.
We also believe that some initial design thinking should be undertaken with Wiltshire Council to explore how the
public space around the junctions of Bath Road and Beanacre Road (including the important proximity to the railway
station), Old Broughton Road and Bradford Road should be enhanced to create a stronger and more
pedestrian/cycle friendly public space and northern gateway to the town.
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UPSIDE BUSINESS PARK (see below) is a 14.6 acre site at Roundponds which has been on the market through

Carter Jonas for some while. Part of the site is at flood risk from South Brook.
The advertised intent is to provide “a variety of high quality B1 (offices and light industrial), B2 (general industrial)
and B8 (storage and distribution) properties”. The agents add that outline planning consent has previously been
granted for these uses. The proposal also defines the space as “serviced sites and ‘built to suit’ opportunities”, with
interest sought “from office, industrial, warehouse and distribution occupiers, as well as commercial developers”.
Of particular interest is that the site borders the railway line and so is well-placed to benefit from the future
expansion of services (see page 26). Given the potential importance of its location for future employment (but
bearing in mind that there is extant outline planning approval for a range of commercial uses), we recommend that
the Town Council should have a view about what the site has to offer – and that this be started as soon as possible.
The RIVERSIDE is another key element in regenerating Melksham town. The future development of the Cooper
Tires site and the Avonside Enterprise Park are, of course, critical to the opening up of the riverside for leisure
(restaurant/café) use. But equally important are other sections of the riverside, including Sainsbury’s, the car park
and land between Bank Street and King George V Park, and other parts that form the Millennium Riverside Walk.
Of major importance will be the future of the proposed MELKSHAM LINK PROJECT. As noted earlier, this involves
the proposed reinstatement of the portion of the Wilts and Berks Canal that runs through Melksham between the
Kennet and Avon Canal and the River Avon. The project is part of a larger scheme to restore the entire Wilts &
Berks Canal, re-establishing a direct link from the Kennet & Avon Canal at Semington through to the River Thames
at Abingdon and Cricklade.
Work on the overall plan began in the 1990s. In 2012, a planning application for the Melksham link was submitted,
but this has still not been determined. Wiltshire Council and Melksham Town Council have remained committed to
the scheme. Wiltshire Council is the lead for the Wiltshire Swindon & Oxfordshire Canal Partnership, which is
providing strategic guidance for delivery of the scheme. The Wilts and Berks Canal Trust has been pursuing a formal
complaint against the Environment Agency for their handling of the application.
The scheme42 comprises:
- A junction with the Kennet & Avon canal at Semington
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- Around 3km of new canal to the west of Semington Rd, through Berryfield, with a lock and an aqueduct over
Berryfield Brook.
- New access roads and bridges at Berryfield.
- Two further locks dropping down to a junction with the River Avon just west of the A350 Challymead road
bridge.
- A new weir across the River just downstream of this junction.
- Re-profiling the river bed from this junction upstream under the Town Bridge to Melksham Gate weir.
- A lock on ground adjacent to the weir with a hydro-electric generator on the island formed between the weir
and the lock.
- Towpath and footbridges to maintain existing footpaths and provide new pedestrian/cycle connection from the
Kennet & Avon to the town and from the northern end to Lacock.
- Mooring facilities for canal boats along the new canal and on the river near Town Bridge.
The project will need to be financed largely by new housing alongside the new canal link, which does not form part
of the present planning application. How much housing and how that will be fitted into the new housing allocations

produced by the Local Plan has yet to be determined and will need to form part of future consultation.
A report on the economic and tourism benefits of the Melksham Link was prepared in 2014 for Wiltshire Council,
Melksham Town Council, Melksham Trust and the Wilts & Berks Canal Trust 43 . The reported noted that “the
construction of the new waterway constitutes a major investment in Melksham, estimated at approximately £14m
for the core elements and a further £7m for additional infrastructure”. Doubtless costs have increased substantially
since.
The report also examined the economic effects arising from ambitious but indicative regeneration proposals in the
town centre and along the proposed route. They included: the construction of a new marina in the vicinity of
Semington; 620 additional homes on six different plots and at different densities; a new camping/caravan site; a
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new restaurant, cafe and public house; and 6,250sqm (67,274sqft) of retail floorspace on the waterfront in
Melksham town centre.
The report based its assessment on two components:
“F irs t, an as ses s ment of the economic effects arising from the expenditure from new day and overnight vis itors
as sociated with the link. O verall, the as ses s ment s ugges ts that the Melks ham L ink could attract annual gros s vis itor
expenditure from all s ources (including everyday us age by local people) of between £0.75 million and £2.7 million
annually as suming all regeneration opportunities are developed. In employment terms , this would lead to between
20 and 75 new F ull T ime E quivalent (F T E ) jobs with a greater number of jobs in total (up to 100 net additional jobs )
when part time working is accounted for. B as ed on average G ross Value Added (G VA) per filled job in Wilts hire,
this could inject between £0.5 million and £1.7 million into the local economy each year.
“S econd, the as ses s ment cons iders the economic effects from both the cons truction of the waterway and the
regeneration opportunities , alongside employment opportunities , once thes e have been built. T hese are in addition
to the vis itor effects described above, but are interdependent – the conclus ions of the s tudy do not hold if one
component is excluded.
“In total, from both touris m and regeneration opportunities , up to 500 (gross ) job opportunities in total could be
created in Melks ham, s ome 430 net additional job opportunities in total acros s the local economy. T his could
ultimately inject up to £7.5 million pounds into the economy per year.
“T he Melks ham L ink als o provides wider environmental benefits s uch as contributing to reductions in car journeys
and to nature cons ervation as well as s upporting the s ignificant his torical and heritage value of canals and their
as sociated locks, buildings , tunnels and bridges . T here are new opportunities for improvement to health and wellbeing and s ocial benefits of acces s to a range of recreational and leis ure opportunities from walking, cycling and
boating as well as education and volunteering opportunities .”
Again, bear in mind that the figures quoted here are from a 2014 report, so caution should be used in taking them
too literally. However, they do provide an idea of the potential that exists if the scheme is able to proceed.
THE CAMPUS
The campus project has been another long-standing but as yet unfulfilled promise. The following is from a brief
prepared in 2019 for the town’s MP by Wiltshire Council.
‣ As part of Wiltshire Council’s Melksham Campus Project the following investments have been made into
community facilities in Melksham:
- Oakfields new football and rugby facility – £7,293,000
- New skate park – £200,000
- Market Place refurbishment – £570,000
- Melksham cricket pavilion rebuilt after a fire – £337,000
‣ The council is investing some £16m in a new community campus, including £1.6m of Sport England investment.
The scheme will provide the following facilities:
- Café
- Six lane 25-metre pool with accompanying learner pool and spectator seating
- Wet and accessible change
- Six court sports hall
- 75 station fitness suite
- Fitness studio
- New library
- Office accommodation
- Meeting rooms and community space
- Tennis courts (two already complete).
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The plans were finally approved on 13 November 2019. In February 2019, Wiltshire Council stated that they
expected construction to start in early 2020 with completion in mid-2021. However, this was predicated on
planning approval being given in August 2019, so in the absence of further details, a fair assumption would be for
completion in late 2021.
BANK STREET / HIGH STREET
With the actual and potential development of the two anchor locations – commercial at the northern end of the
town centre and the campus at the southern end, together with possible moves to create pedestrian-only streets
and increased pedestrian and cycle activity – it is reasonable to expect a strong boost in footfall for the core retail
areas of Bank Street and the High Street. The more so if strategies are developed along the lines suggested by
Grimsey Review 2 (see page 19).
One drag on the ability of towns generally to react swiftly to opportunity, or to develop workable strategies and
plans in tandem with existing landowners is the lack of up-to-date property registers. We recommend the Town
Council creates a complete register of retail and commercial properties in the town, together with freehold owners
and leasehold tenants. This should have up-to-date contact details, square footage, a photo and contact details for
the tenants etc. It should also identify any buildings of particular heritage or architectural merit. We recommend
further that this register should also extend to include Bowerhill and Hampton Park.
As part of any masterplanning activity (see below), there will be the opportunity to understand the kind of retail
(including cafés, bars, restaurants etc) activity that will best appeal to local residents and visitors. Working closely
with landowners, there can then be a degree of ‘curation’ of Bank Street/High Street, to maximise footfall – including
opportunities for a burgeoning night-time economy and improved tourist offer.
BEANACRE/BATH ROAD
Commercial activity on Beanacre Road north of the Bath Road junction is dominated by Leekes and Aldi – and will
be further boosted by the opening of the Premier Inn and Beefeater restaurant (see page 8). One comment from
the Neighbourhood Plan 2015 consultation summed up the risk of focusing too closely on the ‘town centre’: “Living
on Beanacre Road, we like most people here feel totally left out. The traffic is constant, fast and loud, and the road
is filthy”.
However, the prospective eastern bypass (see page 25) will open up the potential for significant improvements in
the environment and overall atmosphere of Beanacre Road, pulling more people to the north part of the town. We
recommend that any masterplanning activity takes the Beanacre Road into account in anticipation of an eventual
bypass. If that is not done, then important opportunities may be missed.
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GOVERNANCE REVIEW
One last issue that may will impact on how the wider Melksham community evolves is a process for changing local
parish governance arrangements, with Wiltshire Council considering the possible merger of Melksham Town and
Melksham Without Councils, following a proposal from Melksham Town Council.
This report is not concerned with the political rights or wrongs of the proposed merger, and does not form part of
the nascent Neighbourhood Plan. However, from a masterplanning and strategic perspective, it makes sense for
one Council to cover the whole of Melksham. Some 40% of employed residents work in the town44 – many will live
in the area covered by Melksham Town although employed in the area of Melksham Without. As things evolve, in
the current position we could end up with competition between the two councils over who invests in employment
where. That will ultimately benefit nobody.
There is also a strong population argument. Mid-2018 estimates prepared at parish level45 show that currently the
two Melksham parishes of Melksham Town and Melksham Without are the seventh and 17th largest parishes in
Wiltshire. If the two parishes are combined, Melksham becomes the fourth largest parish, only below the three
heavyweights of Salisbury, Trowbridge and Chippenham. That will offer the whole town far stronger bargaining
power when it comes to leveraging public investment not only from Wiltshire Council but also, and perhaps more

importantly, the Swindon & Wiltshire Local Enterprise Partnership.
Wiltshire Council will make the decision, and will receive recommendations from the Council’s Electoral Review

Committee. The calendar is as follows:
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slightly dated, but we would expect the 40% approximation to still be correct.
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Although the result will impact on future regeneration activity, it should only have minimal impact on the key
conclusions of this report – the need and opportunities for development of the town centre.
COMMENTS RE EMPLOYMENT AND ECONOMY
We conclude this part of the report with a small selection from hundreds of comments from the consultation
conducted as part of the developing Neighbourhood Plan46:
- A training college for young people to develop their skills ie: engineering, building, electrical & code
development for computing which is sorely lacking.
- NO to out of town retail areas – we need to be supporting and developing our town centre more, not giving
people more reasons to go elsewhere.
- More planning needed for town centre. Many people go out of town because there is so little choice apart
from supermarkets.
- Need to make better use of natural advantages/features, e.g. the river to create a better atmosphere and retail
experience.
- Further education facilities would be fantastic to encourage mature students to further their skills that could
benefit out town in turn.
- A better transport network can only be a benefit. If there is investment in transportation in and out of
Melksham that will drive investment from other businesses. Having a train service will help employers and
employees.
- Improve the appearance of the entrance to the town – bridge etc.
- Use the river more as an attraction with riverside shops cafe etc.
- Exploit the opportunities the canal extension into the town will bring. We have a real chance to put Melksham
on the map as a tourist venue.
- Melksham needs to be a hub for people to meet, socialise, and then shop. Good eateries, bars, restaurants,
coffee shops.
- Create space for more local employment. Need to help business expand or attract new employers to area.
- Can the gateway to our town not be cleaned up & investment made to use of the riverside for leisure use –
pavement cafes – it could be lovely.
- A place where there is a wide range of employment opportunities including non-skilled, skilled and
professional.
- Low carbon economy driven by local investment opportunities in local renewable energy projects.
- Ideally by 2025 Melksham should be prosperous, vibrant and a pleasant place to live in the best traditions of an
English market town. Notwithstanding the requirement for the country as a whole to be economically sound,
the town itself needs an effective and efficient economy with the people and businesses capable of achieving
and maintaining it.
- Clearly there must be something about Melksham that will encourage the entrepreneurs to live in or near the
town and site their businesses here.
- Encouragement for companies to come to Melksham to provide meaningful, stable and permanent employment
for local people.
- Improve the appearance of the Avonside Enterprise Park and entice more tenants.
- We need more hotel rooms and a decent restaurant or two.

46

Issues Report for Melksham Neighbourhood Plan, published February 2018 : https://bit.ly/2SKBe8k

35 of 40

- Improving the image of the town centre, with landlords being encouraged to update their properties while
keeping the feeling of a small market town.
- Priority for creation of new jobs.
- Make use of the riverside – with investment, effort it could be so lovely to access for leisure – footpaths, clean
up, tidy up.
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6. NEXT STEPS
This document brings together a range of information as the start of a conversation within the town, with property
and business owners, with planners and local authorities and anyone else whose input and knowledge can
contribute to the future of the town. As such – and bearing in mind the footnotes with links to more intensive
reading – we hope this report will help in the development of ideas and practical actions.
It will be clear that these proposals suggest the Town Council taking a lead in areas over which it has no legal
authority. However we would argue it has the moral authority and the expectation of the townspeople to act on
their behalf in shaping the future.
These actions will also need to be phased and merged into the nascent Neighbourhood Plan. We have already
discussed with the NP consultants that master planning of the town centre is going to be a strategic project in the
Plan – and that the eventual Review of the NP will provide scope to ensure proposed actions can be taken within
the legal scope of the NP.
There are a number of actions recommended in the report that should help further drive progress:
1. Create A COMPLETE REGISTER OF RETAIL AND COMMERCIAL PROPERTIES IN THE TOWN. We have also
suggested this should include Bowerhill and Hampton Park (see page 34). The register would include the
following information:
- Name, address and contact details of freehold owner of the property
- Planning use
- Name, address and contact details of lessee, as relevant
- Plans of premises (if available)
- Description of use (e.g. type of retail)
- Photograph of exterior
- Any additional material that might be of use, e.g. recent planning applications.
This will be a time-consuming exercise but we might approach the student community for help with data
crunching. A process will also need to be put in place to keep the register updated, as well as a process for
retaining and filing any public information that may be relevant, such as press clippings. As well as providing a
key resource for the development of an eventual masterplan for the town centre (without which progress will
be more difficult to achieve), over time the register will provide invaluable background for the Town Council,
enabling accurate and efficient responses to simple and complex queries.
2. Develop A VISION FOR THE FUTURE OF THE TOWN. Once the register is under way, it makes sense to start
with a plan for how the town sees itself evolving. Successful communities always have a plan for the future –
and a community plan, or vision, is simply a blueprint for the future. It is anchored in the ‘personality’, the
‘DNA ’of the place. Some of the best town visions are simple – but they must also be strategic and strongly
focused. We do not envisage this as a significant public consultation exercise. The work on the
Neighbourhood Plan has included extensive consultation and there is much helpful raw material. Rather, we
anticipate bringing together a broad range of stakeholders – including business owners, residents, young
people, older people, long-time residents and newly arrived.
Once the work on a vision is under way, we propose four working groups to explore specifics that will need to
meld into the vision and eventual detailed planning work.
3. The first WORKING GROUP (including external-sourced expertise) should begin deliberations about THE
FUTURE OF THE AVONSIDE ENTERPRISE PARK, THE UPSIDE BUSINESS PARK, AND THE COOPER TIRES
SITE. The emphasis should be on creating a genuine partnership between the town and the landowners in
which each party recognises the benefits the others can bring in reaching a workable and satisfactory solution.
The Group should develop its own range of key expectations to promote – for example, creating a coworking
space/innovation hub to complement the town’s significant and substantial engineering skills.
4. The second Working Group (also including external-sourced expertise) should consider the creation of a
MELKSHAM IMPROVEMENT DISTRICT, based on the Scottish Improvement Districts model (or similar),
which seek to provide a vehicle for local businesses to work together with other public and private sector
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partners to improve local economies and, by extension, local communities in a variety of contexts. At their
heart, they are the realisation of a meaningful corporate–community–public partnership working
collaboratively to deliver better local economic and social outcomes47. As part of its brief, this Group would be
custodians of proposals for improving the core retail areas of the town.
5. The third Working Group (also including external-sourced expertise) should undertake an initial STUDY
LEADING TO A MOVEMENT STRATEGY FOR THE FUTURE OF THE TOWN. This is movement of people,
goods, vehicles throughout the town and will prepare for a future over the next 15 years in line with the needs
of the climate emergency. Once again, the emphasis should be on creating a genuine partnership between the
town and a range of parties in which each party recognises the benefits the others can bring in reaching a
workable and satisfactory solution.
6. The fourth Working Group should EXPLORE THE FINANCIAL SIDE OF THE FUTURE VISION – including
sources of investment, fundraising through grants and public funding, the viability of various alternatives.
7. To start the process, and in order to open minds, we suggest holding a DEBATE ON THE FUTURE OF MARKET
TOWNS. This will cover the key opportunities and concerns facing market towns in the next 15 years (broadly
outlined in this report), using Melksham as an exemplar. Townswork organised a similar exercise (covering
market towns in general, rather than focusing on a particular town) a few years ago in partnership with the RSA
(Royal Society of Arts) and with the support of Wiltshire Council. We would be excited to run this debate along
similar lines and have a roster of potential speakers in mind who can inspire and challenge in equal measure.
I understand there is much to digest in this report, with a number of substantial recommendations. I hope that, once
the Town Council has had an opportunity to read and digest its contents, I may have the opportunity to help work
with the Council to determine the best way forward.
Gerald Milward-Oliver
18 November 2019
Amended 18 March 2020.
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APPENDIX
PLANNING USE CLASSES
The following list gives an indication of the types of use which may fall within each use class48:
‣ PART A

- A1 Shops - Shops, retail warehouses, hairdressers, undertakers, travel and ticket agencies, post offices, pet
shops, sandwich bars, showrooms, domestic hire shops, dry cleaners, funeral directors and internet cafes
- A2 Financial and professional services - Financial services such as banks and building societies, professional
services (other than health and medical services) and including estate and employment agencies. It does not
include betting offices or pay day loan shops - these are now classed as “sui generis” uses (see below)
- A3 Restaurants and cafés - For the sale of food and drink for consumption on the premises - restaurants, snack
bars and cafes
- A4 Drinking establishments - Public houses, wine bars or other drinking establishments (but not night
clubs) including drinking establishments with expanded food provision
- A5 Hot food takeaways - For the sale of hot food for consumption off the premises.
‣ PART B

- B1 Business - Offices (other than those that fall within A2), research and development of products and
processes, light industry appropriate in a residential area
- B2 General industrial - Use for industrial process other than one falling within class B1 (excluding incineration
purposes, chemical treatment or landfill or hazardous waste)
- B8 Storage or distribution - This class includes open air storage.
‣ PART C

- C1 Hotels - Hotels, boarding and guest houses where no significant element of care is provided (excludes
hostels)
- C2 Residential institutions - Residential care homes, hospitals, nursing homes, boarding schools, residential
colleges and training centres
- C2A Secure Residential Institution - Use for a provision of secure residential accommodation, including use as
a prison, young offenders institution, detention centre, secure training centre, custody centre, short term
holding centre, secure hospital, secure local authority accommodation or use as a military barracks
- C3 Dwellinghouses - This class is formed of three parts
- C3(a) covers use by a single person or a family (a couple whether married or not, a person related to one
another with members of the family of one of the couple to be treated as members of the family of the other),
an employer and certain domestic employees (such as an au pair, nanny, nurse, governess, servant, chauffeur,
gardener, secretary and personal assistant), a carer and the person receiving the care and a foster parent and
foster child
- C3(b) covers up to six people living together as a single household and receiving care e.g. supported housing
schemes such as those for people with learning disabilities or mental health problems
- C3(c) allows for groups of people (up to six) living together as a single household. This allows for those
groupings that do not fall within the C4 HMO definition, but which fell within the previous C3 use class, to be
provided for i.e. a small religious community may fall into this section as could a homeowner who is living with
a lodger
- C4 Houses in multiple occupation - Small shared houses occupied by between three and six unrelated
individuals, as their only or main residence, who share basic amenities such as a kitchen or bathroom.
‣ PART D

- D1 Non-residential institutions - Clinics, health centres, crèches, day nurseries, day centres, schools, art
galleries (other than for sale or hire), museums, libraries, halls, places of worship, church halls, law court. Nonresidential education and training centres
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- D2 Assembly and leisure - Cinemas, music and concert halls, bingo and dance halls (but not night clubs),
swimming baths, skating rinks, gymnasiums or area for indoor or outdoor sports and recreations (except for
motor sports, or where firearms are used).
‣ SUI GENERIS

- Certain uses do not fall within any use class and are considered 'sui generis'. Such uses include: betting
offices/shops, pay day loan shops, theatres, larger houses in multiple occupation, hostels providing no
significant element of care, scrap yards. Petrol filling stations and shops selling and/or displaying motor
vehicles. Retail warehouse clubs, nightclubs, launderettes, taxi businesses and casinos.
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