
Dear Neighbourhood Development Plan team members and supporters, 

It is with considerable regret that the Steering Group have taken the decision to put work on the 

Winscombe and Sandford Neighbourhood Development Plan on hold, for an indefinite period.  We 

have reached the stage of being advised on our draft Plan by our independent planning expert.  

However, events at national, county, and parish level have frustrated the efforts of the Steering 

Group to bring the Plan to a conclusion.  You have given generously of your time and effort, and an 

explanation of what has happened is due to you.  Thank you very much indeed for all you have done.   

Your efforts have not been entirely wasted.  The questionnaire results are a valid and valuable 

indicator of what the community wants to see happen in our parish for the future.  Residents have 

said what they want by way of local housing, local amenities, and green spaces.  It is up to you, and 

to the Parish Council as a whole, to make sure those community choices are given effect when 

decisions are made in those particular areas.   

The opinions expressed throughout are my own.  On the question of green spaces, our context 

within and beside the AONB is very important, in social, environmental, economic, and planning 

terms.  The way our open green spaces, smaller local green spaces, green lanes and old droves, 

footpaths, and viewpoints, all interconnect, is an essential web connecting us with the surrounding 

countryside.  Often we take it for granted, and do not notice until too late how these green spaces 

are being eroded and lost.  A lot of good work has been done on documenting these assets, which 

even if not recorded within a made Plan, and given the planning protection of Neighbourhood 

Development Plan designations, can still stand as a record of where we are in 2017.  

 If anyone would like to help complete the work to be done on documenting these parish assets, in 

writing, drawing, by photographs or on film, please get in touch. 

So, how has this suspension of the Plan come about ? 

Successful challenges to the Local Plan: 

Nationally, there is the overall housing shortage, and the delay between planning permissions for 

large developments being granted and those developments taking place, contributing to the 

widespread failure of local authorities to meet their national housing targets.  Local authorities have 

to show that they have a 5 year housing supply, with a 5% buffer, or their Local Plan, the Core 

Strategy etc., is treated as out of date. If the Local Plan is treated as out of date, then any 

Neighbourhood Development Plan, which has equivalent statutory effect, is also affected.   Local 

authorities across the country are running foul of this consequence, with damaging knock-on effects 

on their Local Plan, the communities they are planning for, and communities’ Plans for themselves. 

Neighbourhood Development Plans disregarded 

Also, there have been a significant number of planning decisions nationally where Neighbourhood 

Development Plans, which have passed inspection and been approved, have been disregarded.  This 

does not bode well for Plans in preparation.  

No end in sight to the housing numbers problem 



North Somerset Council has been found to be ‘consistently under-performing’ when it comes to 

meeting its housing targets, and now has to find an extra 20% on top of the expected 5 year supply- 

so another year’s supply effectively.  The remedy is out of the Council’s hands, as national policy 

relies on larger developers keeping up the housing supply.  Like other local authorities across the 

contry, North Somerset is finding that developers simply aren’t delivering the housing needed.  This 

situation is not improving, so this is a long-term problem we are facing. 

Why unplanned development is happening  

In North Somerset, as we know, developers are applying for planning permission for developments 

which aren’t in the right place, according to the Local Plan- for example the 118 home Strongvox 

development in Sandford, an infill village, which isn’t meant to have large developments.  When 

refused, the developers appeal, and because there is no 5 year housing supply, the Local Plan is 

deemed out of date.  If the Appeal Inspector decides that the development is economically, socially 

and environmentally sustainable, and the adverse effects do not outweigh the positives, then 

permission will be given.  This is what happened with the Strongvox scheme. 

Government measures to solve the unplanned development problem 

The government has announced measures to try to tackle this problem.  In December last year and 

subsequently, it was announced that if a Neighbourhood Development Plan allocates sites for 

housing, ( it has been shown this results in 10% more housing being delivered overall), then the local 

authority only has to show 3 year’s housing supply.  North Somerset has over 4 year’s supply. This 

means the Neighbourhood Plan provisions should hold good, even if the developers appeal. 

Housing site allocations  in our Plan? 

Originally, our Plan did not allocate housing sites, although in response to a question about that in 

the questionnaire last year, the majority of parishioners said they would like the  Plan to do so. This 

government announcement was a chance to put our Plan on an effective footing.  If the Winscombe 

and Sandford community agreed, and possible sites were put forward, consulted on and agreed as 

part of the Plan, then there was a good chance our Plan would stand up against speculative large 

housing applications.   

The Parish Council will not agree to consult 

Accordingly, Parish Councillors were asked, in December, and again last month, on behalf of the 

Steering Group,  to agree that parishioners should be consulted on the question of site allocation.   

This was not agreed.   

The importance of consultation 

Community consultation, and community will, is the bedrock of any Neighbourhood Development 

Plan.  When it comes to the final stage of a draft Plan, the Independent Examiner looks very closely 

to make sure that the community has been properly consulted on all relevant aspects.  If full and 

proper consultation has not taken place, then the Plan will be thrown out.    The Steering Group, on 

being confronted with this uncomfortable situation over a month ago, has had no reason at any 

stage, to  hope that the majority of Councillors would revise their decision.   In fact, the opposite, 



since the blocking by a majority of Councillors, over a month previously, of a  short questionnaire 

prepared by the Steering Group.  This questionnaire had been strongly disagreed on, and then  

substantially amended by a majority of the Parish Council, over several meetings.  This questionnaire 

dealt with ‘strategic gaps’ between Winscombe and Sandford, and surrounding villages, ( and also 

priorities in Community Infrastructure Levy spending).  The idea of a strategic gap, in planning terms, 

is that no development is allowed in the strategic gap area, effectively keeping villages from joining 

onto each other, and losing their individual identity.  Lines on a map are drawn on or near existing 

settlement boundaries, and the space in between settlements, within the lines,  becomes the 

strategic gap.  Practically speaking, there may already be a few houses in that area, but no more 

building would be allowed once the strategic gap was decided on.  This is particularly important for 

our parish, and our Plan, when you  consider how close Sandford and Churchill are, and how  

Winscombe and Sandford’s separate identities are acknowledged by the separate designations of 

‘service village’ and ‘infill village’ respectively.   

The advice from our planning expert, after these amendments had been voted in by a majority of 

the Parish Council, was that there was no point in consulting the community on the amended 

questions, which now did not cover important aspects the Plan would need to deal with.  

I attach a copy of the Steering Group report to the Parish Council about suspending the Plan. 

Can the Plan be resumed? 

The reason I am describing these episodes is not to foment an already difficult situation. It is because 

the Parish Council Chairman has said progressing the Plan will be revisited in a few months’ time.  

That wasn’t a majority decision which was voted on, but doubtless there will be an agenda item to 

that effect at a Parish Council meeting fairly soon, in March or April presumably.  

Whatever the outcome of future Parish Council deliberations, my own view is that unless there is a 

radical change of view of the majority of Parish Council members, so far as community consultation 

is concerned, there is very little point in trying to progress a Plan which will inevitably fall down on 

that score at the Examination stage.  There are other caveats. The government offer relating to Plans 

which allocate housing sites is untested so far.  It isn’t clear if the offer would stand up to legal 

challenge from developers, on the grounds that it contravenes para 49 of the National Planning 

Policy Framework.  Also, up until recently Plans which did not allocate housing sites were being 

approved on Examination. Long Ashton is one such, but they are now revising their Plan.  There is 

now a government-led backswing, with Inspectors coming down harshly on draft  Plans which 

outline community aspirations and set out to protect local green spaces, without offering any 

housing sites.   

Is there any real advantage in completing our Plan? 

At the moment, the local planning system is in disarray, with no end in sight. If an end does come, 

and some kind of planning order is restored, then those parishes with a Neighbourhood 

Development Plan in place should benefit.  For one thing, they will have proved that the Parish 

Council is willing to consult with the community and runs on reasonably democratic lines, and is 

sufficiently co-operative and organised to get a Plan in place, and that the community is sufficiently 

involved and committed to a Plan to vote it in. Those parishes are the ones which will prosper 



economically and socially as they put their Plan into practice.  They have to be listened to by the 

planning authority when planning decisions are made, and most likely will be preferentially treated 

when it comes to applying for whatever funding is available. 

 Also, parishes with made Neighbourhood Development Plans in place have access to a higher rate 

of community infrastructure levy money, the CIL scheme, shortly to be brought into effect in North 

Somerset. Again, the money should be spent according to community priorities. Does this parish 

have a good track record when it comes to effecting community priorities, or consulting so as to find 

out what those are? Looking at the recommendations of the Parish Plan 2010, and what has been 

carried out since by the Parish Council, provides a useful indication.   

Is completing the Plan likely? 

Both villages in the parish have considerable knowledge, experience, and community goodwill to 

draw on, evidenced by what went into preparing the Parish Plan, and what this Steering Group has 

had to draw on.  It’s entirely possible that Winscombe and Sandford, under more positive 

circumstances, can progress a  Neighbourhood Development Plan to its conclusion. Unfortunately, 

more positive circumstances, within the next few years at least, seem unlikely. 

Sincere thanks to all my fellow Steering Group members, especially to  Colin Burbidge, Vice-

Chairman, John Haynes, Treasurer, and Lincoln Garland, to Webmaster Ian Armstrong, to all  

Working Group members and to every volunteer, for your hard work, time, energy, goodwill, and 

companionship over the last two years. 

Cresten Boase 

Chair Neighbourhood Development Plan Steering Group, Winscombe and Sandford Parish Council 

19
th

 February 2017 


