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Somerset Towns Forum 
Supporting and promoting community action 
to revitalise our towns 
 

We support organisations in Somerset’s 

rural towns. We facilitate opportunities 

for sharing good practice, know-how and 

innovation.  

There are many common problems in our 

towns ς from anti-social behaviour to empty 

shops ς that have been successfully addressed 

elsewhere, but few people have the time or 

knowledge to research these. 

STF exists to facilitate this ‘learning 

exchange’, by organising regular events 

around the County, producing Email Bulletins, 

maintaining a useful website for our 

members, and offering an advice and 

signposting service. 

Our members are volunteers who have 

formed organisations to address local issues; 

ǘƘŜȅ Ŧƛǘ 5ŀǾƛŘ /ŀƳŜǊƻƴΩǎ Ǿƛǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ a ΨBig 

SocietyΩ. 

The issues we cover are wide and varied: from 

how to deliver locally-identified projects of all 

kinds (from Information Centres to thriving 

High Streets to Community Transport), 

undertaking Community-Led Planning in our 

towns,  increasing community engagement 

and being ready to take the opportunities that 

may arise from the Big Society and greater 

Localism agendas of the Coalition 

Government. 

We also act as a voice for the Town bodies  

who form our membership, seeking to 

influence Statutory authorities at all levels. 

Without further investment, our services will 

be lost, leaving volunteers without the 

specialist support and advice they need. 

Our Towns need investment 

{ƻƳŜǊǎŜǘΩǎ small towns, whether Market or 

Coastal, have not seen substantial Local 

Government investment for many years, yet 

our members have made great strides by 

leveraging in a large amount of funding from 

external sources such as the Big Lottery Fund 

programmes and the Heritage Lottery Fund. 

Community Regeneration has made a real and 

substantial contribution ς our 2009 Member 

Survey showed that over £4m of investment 

had been influenced by Town Partnerships 

and Regeneration Groups since 2001.  

 

Some examples of projects where our 

Member groups have been key players are; 

 /ǊŜǿƪŜǊƴŜΩǎ Active Lifestyle Centre, a £1m 

gym and healthy living project 

 Wivey Link, the Community Transport 

scheme for the Wiveliscombe area, which 

now has 3 vehicles and carries over 6,000 

people a year 

 {ƘŜǇǘƻƴ aŀƭƭŜǘΩǎ {ƘƻǇŦǊƻƴǘ ŜƴƘŀƴŎŜƳŜƴǘ 

scheme which has helped the town to turn 

the corner and fight back against 

supermarket dominance. 
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Alongside the financial investment is the 

social investment - over 550 volunteers have 

worked in the Town Partnerships and 

Regeneration Groups. Some of these have 

gone on to become elected representatives in 

Town and District Councils. What makes this 

success more remarkable is that these groups 

operate on virtually no core funding from 

Local Authorities. 

 

Community-Led Planning is the starting-point; 

all our member towns have completed a 

Community Plan. Ten towns in Somerset were 

selected to develop Community Plans by the 

Market & Coastal Towns Agency, an arms-

length advice and support body of the 

Regional Development Agency. The MCTA 

disbanded in 2008, when the RDA 

discontinued support for Community 

Planning.  

Since around 2005 there had been very little 

direction from Government regarding 

Community-Led Planning (as we now call it), 

moving onto focussing on Community 

Empowerment, though the new Coalition 

Government made reference to it in the 

Coalition Programme (May 2010), it fits the 

renewed Localism drive and also the expected 

new planning system, which refers to making 

ŀ Ψtruly local plan, built out of a process of 

collaborative democracy, the centrepiece of 

the local planning system.Ω  

Whatever Government thinks of Community-

Led Planning (CLP), local people still see it as a 

useful tool in identifying local needs and 

aspirations; three Somerset towns are 

currently updating their plans, with support 

from STF. Local Government support for CLP 

varies across the County, and will probably be 

under strain from budget cuts.  

Developing protocols for how Local 

Authorities will deal with Community Plans 

remains a priority; unless communities know 

how their Plans relate to Corporate, Service 

and Spatial Plans, frustration will remain and 

essential projects delayed. 

 

Following any Community Plan, local people 

ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǎǘŀǊǘ ŘŜƭƛǾŜǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘǎ ǘƘŜȅΩǾŜ 

identified that they can lead on ς there are 

always others that Local Authorities, agencies 

and other organisations are leading on too. 

¢Ƙƛǎ ΨCommunity RegenŜǊŀǘƛƻƴΩ can be 

difficult, complex and takes years to achieve, 

depending on the nature of the project.  

 

For volunteers to do this they need specialist 

support. Local Government Officers have 

helped in the past, and some continue to, but 
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the funding cuts at both National and County 

level will deplete this resource further. 

STF can help to fill this void. We offer 

something unique alongside advice and 

signposting ς we exist to share the lessons 

learnt from community regeneration, across 

our towns, and amongst our members we 

have a huge store of knowledge and skills that 

we can call on. 

 

STF does need more investment if we are to 

continue supporting our communities, as we 

ŘƻƴΩǘ now have the funding to give our 

members the time they need. STF is an 

excellent example of the Big Society in action 

ς communities taking action themselves, and 

sharing the knowledge - and yet our funding 

from Somerset County Council and the 

Regional Development Agency has been cut. 

How  we’ve helped 
 

In February and March 2010, we organised 2 

training courses in Langport and Glastonbury, 

on how to find funding for projects and how 

to successfully manage projects. These were 

attended by 32 members and non-members, 

spreading the knowledge across 12 towns. 

Steve Angove, an experienced trainer from 

CEU Ltd in Exeter and a Town Partnership 

member himself, gave two quality courses 

that had very good feedback.  

If we had additional funding, we could deliver 

these courses again. 

From 2009 until early 2011, STF has both 

promoted and supported Somerset County 

/ƻǳƴŎƛƭΩǎ Market Town Regeneration Fund, 

giving pre-application guidance and advising 

on the merits of each application to the 

Award Panel. During this period, 19 grants 

have been awarded. 

Our regular tailored Email Bulletins now go to 

over 200 contacts in the sector, and give the 

latest funding options, events and training 

opportunities. 

Since April 2010, STF has supported 

Community-Led Planning in Martock and 

Somerton, where towns have undertaken 

ΨǳǇŘŀǘŜǎΩ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ tƭŀƴǎΦ Lƴ aŀǊǘƻŎƪ ǿŜ 

advised on the key process elements to 

include in their Plan, their Household Survey 

and on where to apply for funding to cover 

costs. 

 

²Ŝ ǘƘŜƴ ΨŎŀǇǘǳǊŜŘΩ ǘhese processes ς which 

reflect how to undertake CLP in a robust, 

efficient way with very little funding ς for 

other towns to learn. ²ŜΩǾŜ ŀƭǎƻ ŀŘǾƛǎŜŘ 

Axbridge on creating a Town Partnership to 

deliver their more complex projects. 

We organise regular Network Events ς these 

are our regular opportunities to meet in 

towns across Somerset. Each has a theme ς 

recently these included Shop Local initiatives, 

examples of Sustainable Tourism projects and 

a Funding Forum, sharing how common 

projects can be funded.  
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We produced a briefing note on Town 

Partnerships for Town Councils, to explain 

their roles, how they compliment our elected 

authorities and the opportunities to work 

better together ς bringing participatory and 

representative democracy closer. 

Since 2009, STF has taken on a role as an 

advocate for our Members with Local 

Strategic Partnerships. The future of these is 

doubtful, but STF will continue to be a voice 

for towns in whatever structures come next. 

A service our Members find very useful but is 

hidden is our Information & Signposting ς in 

2009-10, we answered over 110 enquiries 

from Members and non-Members, directing 

them to people, services or information. 

STF receives occasional Media enquiries ς one 

in 2009 from a TV researcher resulted in the 

six-hour, primetime BBC1 series Ψ¢ƘŜ IƛƎƘ 

{ǘǊŜŜǘΩ ōŜƛƴƎ shot in Shepton Mallet, which 

charted the history of High Street retailing 

ŦǊƻƳ ±ƛŎǘƻǊƛŀƴ Řŀȅǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ мфтлΩǎΦ 

 

What our Members say about our services 

άI do come to you as a first port of call. I know 

that you have given a great deal of support to 

Axbridge and Burnham.έ Julie Cooper, 

Regeneration Manager, Sedgemoor District 

Council 

ά{TF were instrumental in kick-starting our 

Old Hospital Project and we have now just 

commissioned a feasibility study, with the 

hope of raising £1m+ next year. This is a 

massive project. I can't shout STF praises loud 

ŜƴƻǳƎƘΦέ  Graham Sizer, Minehead Chamber 

of Commerce 

ά9ȄŎŜƭƭŜƴǘ ǎŜǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ ƭƛƴƪǎ ƻƴ [ƻŎŀƭ 9ƴǘŜǊǇǊƛǎŜ 

tŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇΩǎ on the latest bulletin - ǘƘŀƴƪǎΦέ 

Rob Murray, Economic Development Officer, 

South Somerset District Council. 

άL ƘŀǾŜ ǿƻǊƪŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ aŀǘǘ 5ŀȅ ŀƴŘ 

commend all the work he and the STF do. It 

will be a real loss to not have the support of 

STF and we should be supporting them in 

securing their continued help for our ǘƻǿƴǎΦέ 

Cara Naden, Langport Town Council and 

Transition Town Langport. 

άL ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŀƴƪ ȅƻǳ ŦƻǊ ŀƭƭ ȅƻǳǊ ƘŜƭǇ ŀƴŘ 

support over the past few years, you are a real 

rock amongst the shifting shores of 

 ǊŜƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴΦέ Sue Quatermass, Burnham & 

Highbridge Regeneration Partnership. 

Opportunities from the Big Society and 

greater Localism agendas of the Government 

We are working with our Members to explore 

the potential benefits of the Big Society and 

the new powers within the Localism Bill, 

which could make their work less difficult by 

removing some of the bureaucratic barriers 

they face in delivering projects and services. 

For more information on Somerset Towns 

Forum, or to join, please view our website at 

www.somersettownsforum.org.uk or contact; 

Somerset Towns Forum 
c/o ViSTA, 
The Town Hall 
Bow Street 
Langport TA10 9PR 
 

Tel: 01458 259077 

Email: matt@somersettownsforum.org.uk

 

http://www.somersettownsforum.org.uk/

