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Rough Notes

The following conference notes are the thoughts of individual councillors 
and staff and are not necessarily council policy . They are for the benefit of 
attendees at the conference to serve as the start of the conversation...



Culture 
Councillor Mel Usher

Much has been written about the Frome Town Council being Independent. 
There is no denying that this has been crucial in how we select councillors, 
how we interact with one another and others, and in some of the values we 
have adopted.

However something else is at play here which centres more around a classic 
cultural change programme, despite never being called that. Most of our 
travels and contact with other councils boil down to several common moans:

•  The Clerk does not understand/let us do what we think we           
should be doing.

•  The rules/procedures of the council and the law don’t allow 
you to do this.

•  The Councillors aren’t tuned into modern local government 
and won’t allow us staff to get on with the job

•  We have always acted like this and its been fine with us

•  The voters of ‘X town’ won’t like this and I am elected to 
make this decision

•  We have no money (often because there has been no at-
tempt to raise the precept nor to explain why it is necessary)

•  Why change. What’s wrong with what we have got now?

•  Our council is riven with factions and petty in fighting on 
the political stage so there is no consensus on what we 
should do next.

Of course not every council is like this, but few in the sector wouldn’t recog-
nise at least some of these traits in their home council. Whilst councils can 
receive help from NALC and elsewhere to solve knotty legal problems there 
is very little assistance around cultural change, partly because there are no 
accepted role models.

We are not advancing FTC as that model, local circumstances and require-
ments will dictate how a council operates and that is right. However there 
may be some mileage to some of these thoughts.



Ditch the Local Government speak

Have you noticed how we suddenly adopt a new impenetrable language of our 
own when we write reports or enter a committee arena? It’s as if some cloud 
of abbreviations, latin primer constructions, ancient English words and acro-
nyms descends on us. We have tried very hard to rid ourselves of all of this, 
just a look at our “summons” to a council meeting tells a story. Social media 
also helps to clean up the language and our one page “what happened last 
night?” posting after every committee is written in English. The very informality 
of our meetings helps strip away pompousness.

Challenge belief systems

It’s absolutely crucial that as councillors (and staff) we ask the question 
“Why?”. Don’t stop at the first reply to a “why?” - for example “because we 
have always done this” is not an answer. Keep going and ask “why have we 
always done this?” In effect each answer forms the basis of the next ques-
tion until you get to the root of a problem. It might take as many as 5 “why’s”. 
Destabilizing and unsettling questions can also be healthy, as long as they are 
asked for the right reason (too often its for self aggrandizement or to carry on 
a personal disagreement). We also spent a lot of time as a group of people 
asking the question “what is this organisation for, why is it here and indeed 
why are we here?” You might be surprised where that takes you and indeed 
how many different answers you receive. But you will get to what you believe 
in and others will join you. 

Be niche

Its good to be different. Once you have carved out a niche, stick with it. People 
know what to expect from you. Our niches have been around saying “yes”, 
engaging with people, being a little odd and being independent.

Celebrate connections, be outward looking and seek diversity

There is a tendency for many providers of services to look inwards - at their 
own efficiency. That’s fine but its not enough. Every community, big or small, 
has a myriad of voluntary organisations, informal one off events, statutory 
services, local groups, delivery people and so on. We have spent a lot of 
time identifying these people and helping them see connections, building 
their strengths and taking a holistic view. In theory that should make all of our 
efforts more effective.



Look for expertise in unexpected places.

Why do we sometimes assume that because we are elected we are the repos-
itory of all knowledge? Every community has a wealth of experiences within 
it. Traditionally local government has spent a lot of time excluding others from 
being involved in the build up to and in the decision itself. We have tried to 
overcome this by allowing greater speaking rights at meetings, holding meet-
ings in a much more transparent manner and format, publicising our intentions 
well in advance to allow comment and handing over decisions to others, for 
example through participatory budgeting and panel meetings run by “experts” 
in their fields.

Create space for the unplanned, stay open minded.

FTC has a fairly sophisticated system of moving from strategy to work plan-
ning to implementation and then subsequently review. However some of the 
best decisions we have made have been opportunistic, seeing the budget as 
a guideline rather than a blueprint. So for example we were able to unlock a 
large lottery grant for a local venue by borrowing money one year, we saw 
an opening for a voluntary car scheme for the disadvantaged when a surgery 
closed, so we created one within weeks.

Use resources as a tool for change.

We see all of our staff and money as being a resource for change. Yes much 
is locked up in year on year budgets but you can create headroom. For 
example 20% of our annual budget is “given away” to groups in the town to 
help them be more successful. The use of techniques such as a crowdfunding 
site, where a successful proposal is part funded by the council, have not only 
released new sources of money but have addressed areas that might not have 
made a budget line, like a breast feeding club.

Model the future

In 2011 we used a technique called future basing. Essentially we cast our 
mind forward four years, identified what the town might look like, graded out 
the essential elements and tried to recognise which decisions, made when, 
would help to get us there. Of course it was only partially successful, we don’t 
live in a static system but it did help us to identify areas to concentrate on.



"Shush...don't tell anyone."

"Can we? Can we really?"

"Oooh, we all look the same"

"Rules, it's in the rules"

"Well ...we've always done that"

Mix it up

Our parish council world has an odd view of itself, much of it divorced from 
reality. Essentially it says: councillors set policy and decide what is to be done, 
paid staff carry this out and the end product is done to the community because 
this is a representative democracy. There is so much wrong with this view that 
its difficult to know where to start. The role of the Clerk and the Council is am-
biguous and oh so cautious. The Clerk is in charge unless the Council is sit-
ting. We know that is not true and does not chime with councillors determining 
a course of action. It’s a system built on fear of what will happen if we let these 
elected people take charge and is out of step with the rest of local government. 
The relationship between the paid staff and those elected is also much more 
sophisticated, it’s a constant interaction with shifting roles and outcomes. And 
that is fine. Just “doing it” to communities and individuals is no longer good 
enough and doesn’t work in the long run. So people need to be helped to be 
involved in the process and decision making.  Mixing it up involves using skills 
and experiences at all different levels to the advantage of the community.

Make more mistakes.

This is a difficult one to get across without being misrepresented. If you only 
do what you have always done and always err on the side of caution and safe-
ty you will never change, even though the world outside has moved on. The 
argument goes that as a result you will never make a mistake, it worked last 
year so it will work again. Of course this always assumes that you are doing 
the right things in the first place, whereas you could be doing the wrong thing 
right.



So there is a school of thought that says if you are really pushing the bound-
aries you are bound to be at fault sometime. Usually when this happens there 
is a search for a “victim” to blame. We have tried to avoid this approach, if you 
don’t, you can never really ask anyone to experiment with a new way of doing 
something. Quite a few people have left FTC but none for making a cock up.

Ready fire aim

Of course this is the reverse of normal business and government philosophy 
and does not apply in all cases, so use sparingly. There is, however, a tenden-
cy at a local level to over think a problem, to delay a decision, to put things off, 
to over consult without any end product. Sometimes its best to get started and 
learn as you go along even if you are still uncertain of the final objective. As 
long as you are heading in the determined direction the exact point of arrival 
does not always matter too much.



Engaging the community
Kate Hellard, Community Projects Officer

What we’ve done

In 2013 Frome Town Council (FTC) delivered Participate Frome, using the 
Nurture Development ABCD model as its basis.  We asked residents what one 
thing they would change and how.  They answered: men’s clothes shops in 
the town, a more pedestrian friendly town centre, to tackle dog poo, anti-social 
behaviour and to create more leisure opportunities for young and old alike.  
This gave us a base line but did not necessarily help local people make 
change themselves.  In addition, many of the hottest subjects seemed to be 
out of the influence of the town council.

Moving to 2016 we contracted a Community Connections pilot project to run in 
three specific areas of the town to help us better understand the conditions for 
change and look to empower residents to affect change in their communities.

Throughout we have built town wide initiatives with statutory and non-statutory 
partners seeking to address many of the issues identified in Participate Frome 
and earlier in the 2008 Vision For Frome Community Plan. 

A new approach to Community Development for 2018.

The main aim of this work is to better enable individual communities within 
the town to support themselves. FTC’s role will be to build on earlier work with 
groups within those communities and broaden the engagement to involve 
other local people.  

Working with residents and businesses, the task will be to clearly identify not 
only the issues faced by local people but also where the combined resources 
of the  community can make a difference. This will not be a talking shop – 
rather the expectation is that there will be real action on the ground with FTC 
acting as an enabler.

We will trial an approach to community development in Frome based 
on Nurture Development’s ABCD model which has been successfully 
implemented in other parts of the country. It involves mobilising people to act 
on things they care about and want to change in their own community. Skills, 
knowledge and other resources are valued, connections are made between 
residents, local organisations and informal community groups to build strong 
relationships and social networks. 



The role of the community development worker

It is important that the role of FTC in community development is to support 
and, where appropriate, coordinate community members to come together. A 
key element of this work is to grow projects from the bottom up, whilst shar-
ing examples of opportunities that may be relevant and achievable from both 
FTC’s portfolio of existing projects and further afield. 

There is a single point of contact within the Council, who will:
•  Facilitate gatherings of local people (focused on practical 
projects and getting to know each other) 

•  Identify and work alongside community ‘activists’ in each 
community.

•  Work with businesses, developers, housing associations 
and other organisations to identify opportunities.

•  Draw on the resources and time other staff and councillors 
so that the benefits of our initiatives such as litter campaigns, 
Share, Community Fridge, Car Club, charging points, renew-
able energy, street parties, play, sport participation, micro 
providers and Health Connections can be experience more 
widely

•  Be accessible and where appropriate take an enabling role 
helping to create new projects, form residents’ associations, 
friends’ groups and similar.

How the project will be managed?

A group of staff and Cllrs will take a strategic overview of the work, ensuring 
that outcomes are identified and communities are supported appropriately. We 
will invite councillors from all three tiers of local government and address any 
issues as they arise. Other organisations will be invited to make a contribution 
where necessary.

Measuring success

The measurement of success will be that community members report that they 
have a greater sense of connectivity, health and wellbeing; and that commu-
nities are working together to overcome issues and challenges as they arise.  
This in turn will result with successful projects in place



Reactive support for community organisation

Underpinning this work is our work in recent years to support the thriving and 
vibrant third sector in Frome - a large number of charities, CIC’s, sports clubs, 
community organisations and other groups.  Our support is intended to ensure 
that they continue to meet increased demand for their services and projects .

Over the course of the last year, FTC has been approached by 42 organisa-
tions and 5 individuals / businesses for support and advice. Their issues and 
enquiries ranged from advice on setting up a new group, formalising existing 
governance and fundraising. Fundraising is usually their initial reason for mak-
ing contact, but we often find governance issues are also underlying.

The support is tailored to meet the needs of each group, with an initial meeting 
to identify specific areas of concern / advice sought.  We use a facilitative ap-
proach, with staff and trustees to ensure there is a shared vision and realistic 
goals where budgets and financing are carefully considered.

Through this work we have seen organisations move from crisis to more 
stable and sustainable positions. Organisations become resilient and therefore 
services are significantly less vulnerable. This making them better placed to 
meet increased demand and an ever changing, challenging, funding climate. 

Community group training

We also offer a comprehensive training programme.  Already this year around 
50 organisations have attended the training programme, Discuss and Do 
events and volunteer forums.  We review the programme on a regular basis 
to meet current need. recently a number of schools looking for advice around 
fundraising for extra circular activities led to a well-attended and successful 
schools training recently.

Volunteer Frome

Volunteer Frome is an online platform providing a volunteer service for the 
town. Delivered by SPARK and supported by a Volunteer Frome Coordinator 
who is funded, this year, to engage more young people in volunteering in the 
town.  It essentially matches opportunites to individuals and helps to address 
the changing shape of volunteering.

Community groups newsletter

The newsletter offers groups a means to keep up to date with training, funding 
and networking opportunities, as well as providing a space for to share news 
and highlight initiatives that we are involved in. It has proved very popular.



Money – alternative financing
Councillor Kate Bielby

In the face of ever-diminishing central government funding, how should parish 
and town councils react? Do we curb our ambition and cut our cloth accordingly 
or do we look for other revenue streams and continue to build resilient local 
communities?  Frome Town Council has opted for the latter route.  We have:

Raised the precept - We have raised the precept every year for the past seven 
years, generating almost £500,000 extra revenue in total. There has been very 
little public objection and, if anything, Frome residents seem to be willing to pay a 
little extra for the only tax raised in Frome and guaranteed to be spent here.

Employed a fundraiser to support community organisations – Over a three year 
period, a £10,000 pa contract with one fundraiser resulted in around £400,000 of 
grants to local organisations.

Borrowed  – We’ve taken advantage of relatively low interest rates to borrow 
invest in assets for the town – most notably the Town Hall and the Cheese and 
Grain. The town council had been paying an annual grant of £35,000 to this local 
venue. We took out a loan to refurbish and modernise the facilities, the interest 
payments for this loan being less than the previous grant. The council now has 
a significant asset in the heart of Frome and the venue goes from strength to 
strength. 

Raised income from renewable energy – Solar panels installed on the roof of the 
Cheese and Grain generate an annual income of between £7,000-£8,000.

Crowdfunded – In 2017 we set aside £25k to match fund local inititiatives that 
met our strategic objectives. So far eight projects have been successfully funded 
this way, with a total of just under £46,000. Frome Town Council has provided 
£22,400 in match funding, with the remaining £23,600 raised from the community.  
In some cases, money raised through Crowdfund Frome enabled projects to 
unlock significant funding from elsewhere. Frome Town FC raised £10,000 for new 
floodlights from crowdfunding, which secured a £30,000 grant from the Football 
Association.

Set up and funded voluntary organisations – eg Fair Frome – The town council 
created and gives an annual grant of £15,000 to the organisation that runs 
Frome’s foodbank. That enables them to attract just under £20,000 pa in 
donations and around £50,000 pa in grants from elsewhere. In addition, Fair 
Frome estimates they receive around £25,000 pa worth of volunteer time. 



Business, friend or foe? Working together.
Councillor Jean Boulton

Frome is a small market town in the very north east of the county of Somerset 
and has a population of 27,000. Its traditional industry has largely disappeared 
and 70% of its businesses are independent and most of these are small (less 
than 10 employees).   Frome Town Council is active in both supporting busi-
nesses directly and in regeneration -  engaging in ambitious projects to en-
hance the town centre, and supporting the provision of venues, facilities, open 
spaces and balanced planning. 

The Town Council wants to play a role in supporting Frome businesses to en-
sure the town does not either become moribund (with many empty shops and 
few facilities) or turn into a remote ‘suburb’ for  Bath or Bristol. A vibrant town 
attracts visitors and is able to provide leisure and retail facilities, services and 
job opportunities for local people. There is a need for premises, so that local 
people and others attracted to the area can establish new businesses, and so 
there is room for businesses to grow. There is a need for other infrastructure – 
transport, parking, road and rail links and good broadband. Small businesses, 
to sustain and grow, can benefit from networking, enhancing skills and sharing 
resources.

We find ways to help the community, as well as sharing the impetus to lead 
the way in terms of ‘green’ policies and practices. We have developed a ‘man-
tra’ in our work with businesses, which is to ask – ‘what do businesses need, 
what can they share (with each other), and what can they give (to the town 
and the wider environment).  Some of the initiatives we have initiated and/or 
supported are listed below.

Business breakfasts

In 2015, together with the Chamber of Commerce and some local business 
enthusiasts, we re-invigorated a monthly ‘business breakfast’. These business 
breakfasts regularly attract at least 30 people.  The primary purpose is to pro-
vide easy and time-effective ways for local business people to keep up with a 
range of topics – including changes in the law, use of social media for market-
ing, IT security, strategic planning, and communication skills. We are also able 
to engage people with some of our initiatives.



‘Discuss and Do’

Discuss and Do meetings had been run by the local Chamber of Commerce 
and we decided together to re-instate these, in 2016, as an adjunct to the 
breakfast meetings. Some funding is provided by the District Council too. 
People meet early evening and drinks are available but not food. The topics 
are not disimilar to the breakfast meetings, but there is a greater emphasis on 
discussion and often there will be a number of contributors making inputs to 
kickstart sharing of ideas and information. Sometimes there are 50 attendees 
at these meetings, particularly those focusing on use of social media. 

Soul Traders

This is something we have been trialling over the last year. A number of sole 
traders commented as to how hard it can be to be motivated and also not 
suffer some of the time from a sense of isolation or lack of confidence. These 
monthly meetings occur late afternoon with a fairly small group of people – 
there are exercises to deepen sharing and exploration of sensitive issues as 
well as sharing skills and sharing ways of enhancing creativity. 

Occasional conferences

We are planning to run a half-day conference showcasing women in business. 
and there are discussions about holding a ‘Frome Expo’ in 2019.

‘Good business’ audits

We have been rolling out a free service to provide feedback and offer sugges-
tions to small businesses. These follow a framework which mirrors our own 
town council strategy. We explore issues around the core business strategy 
and about HR and continuous improvement processes. We then discuss the 
business’s approach to environmental sustainability – energy efficiency, recy-
cling and waste reduction, ethical sourcing and transport. Finally we inquire 
as to ways the business can or does engage with the local community, with 
other local businesses and considers its ethical stance in the wider world. We 
provide a short confidential report for each business. It has helped us discover 
some of the ways in which businesses already contribute to the local commu-
nity and help us provide ideas and create links with local schools and commu-
nity organisations. 

We are exploring shared ways of procurement and shared ways of recycling 
(for example plastics and food waste). We have also been able to give advice 
as to how to become a ‘greener’ business and showcase best practice. 



Creative ways of researching what is needed that offer experience for students

One really effective initiative is to take on students looking for work place-
ments and work with them to ‘map’ the town’s businesses and gather survey 
data. The students were able to learn about the nature of the commercial 
world, and to practice interview techniques. Last year we worked with 12 
students for a whole week during which they visited all the businesses in the 
town centre, input all the data into a giant spreadsheet and then used the date 
to design and deliver presentations. It was fascinating, for example, to discov-
er that a third of town centre business have been trading for over 20 years, a 
third for 5-20 years and only a third are ‘new’. This gives a picture of a thriving 
and stable economy.

Supporting the visitor economy

We are aware that Frome’s economy is to a large extent dependent on visitors 
and so the Town Council can play a part in putting Frome on the map, in 
providing information, in battling for improved transport infrastructure and a 
well-thought-through parking strategy. We have reinstated a town centre in-
formation point run by volunteers and this provides a source of information on 
what’s on, on local amenities and shops and cafes. It is linked to and branded 
as ‘Discover Frome’ , a presence on the FTC website and social media: This 
designed to provide information on events, facilities, and news relating to local 
businesses and enterprises.

Equally, we give ongoing financial support to other initiatives which attract visi-
tors such as Frome Festival and the monthly Frome Independent Market. Both 
these initiatives help to put Frome on the map and create a sense of a town 
where it is great to visit and great to live.

We also stage events styled to attract visitors. For example, we recently 
staged a busking competition for under 25s in the town centre. This was 
designed in part to give support to young and promising musicians but also to 
enliven a cold March Saturday in the Town Centre.

Economic regeneration

One of the issues for a town like Frome is to try and safeguard commercial 
space as well as respond to the need for affordable homes. Our neighbour-
hood plan tries to ensure homes and commercial space are balanced and we 
are in constant discussion with the District Council to promote this balance in 
the face of government policy which favours housing in most circumstances 
and is not designed with the small town (with its micro-businesses) in mind. 



A key focus for our regeneration activity is the town centre where the empha-
sis is on creating a more pedestrian friendly environment and better spaces 
for events on which the town has built its reputation.  The Town Council has 
also coordinated the effort to revitalise old industrial areas on the edge of the 
town centre.  In getting involved in regeneration, we recognise that we have 
stepped into a space that is traditionally the preserve of bigger councils.

Cheese & Grain

One example of a catalyst project is the Council’s investment in the Cheese & 
Grain, a music and community venue in the Market Yard.  For many years the 
venue run by Frome Cheese & Grain Limited, a social enterprise, had been 
dependent on an annual grant of £35k from the Town Council from which it 
leases the building. The venue lacked the capacity to develop its facilities and 
bring them up to modern standards.  However, in 2013, a £530k investment 
by the Council funded using a Public Works Loan Board loan provided a new 
lease of life.

The Cheese & Grain now has a new café and bar open seven days a week, 
new toilet facilities and a new reception and box office suitable to sustain a 
venue for 850 people (500 if seated).  There are three new meeting and train-
ing rooms and six supported “hot desks” for local small businesses and free-
lance workers.  Events and footfall have expanded greatly and crucially the 
venue is no longer dependent on an annual grant from the Council.  The ‘icing 
on the cake’ was probably the Foo Fighters concert last year which helped to 
put the Cheese & Grain on the international map!

The commitment by the Council has encouraged the Lottery through Power to 
Change to get involved in supporting the latest Cheese & Grain initiative, the 
Bert Jansch Media Centre.  This centre housed within the tower to the rear of 
the venue, is designed to support young people to improve their skills in the 
music sector as well as provide recording facilities for the community and mu-
sic industry alike.  The Council has provided £130k in grant funding to match 
the investment by Power to Change.  Whilst this required further Loan Board 
funding the repayments are financed largely through the generation of reve-
nue through the solar panels installed by the Council some years ago.  The 
centre will be completed in May 2018.  

The Market Place

The range of problems around the Market Place has provoked debate for 
many years.  Whilst it has traditionally been the focus of markets and events 
and is surrounded by some very attractive listed buildings, it has not been a 



particularly welcoming place.  The area is dominated by traffic with around 
10,000 vehicle movements per day.  Whilst access to the shopping streets is 
important, the road has been perceived as a barrier to pedestrian movement 
and with rising congestion, pollution has become a problem.  In addition, with 
the exception of traditional market days and the first Sunday in every month 
when the road is closed to enable The Frome Independent street market to be 
held, the opportunity to use the space for events has been limited.

All that is changing now, with the completion in March 2018 of the first phase 
of the Market Place remodelling scheme.   A partnership between the Town 
Council and Mendip District Council has enabled a new high-quality markets 
and events area to be created around the Boyle Cross monument.  New 
paving, seating and a reinstated fountain have replaced a rather unattractive 
parking area.  The aim has been to create a revitalised focal point for the local 
community to gather and enjoy the historic Market Place and ultimately gener-
ate additional footfall and trade on the back of the events that it hosts.

The next phase will begin to address the difficulty that people experience in 
crossing the busy road.  The newly refurbished Boyle Cross area is designed 
as a launching point for people to cross using enhanced courtesy crossings.  
New paving is also planned as well as a re-adjustment to the existing bus 
stops to get buses off the road and so reduce congestion.  A 20- mph zone will 
reduce the speed of traffic approaching the Market Place and other measures 
such as gateways and surface treatments are designed to alert drivers that 
they are entering an area where pedestrians have greater priority.  The plan is 
for the second phase to be completed by the end of 2018.  

Saxonvale

Saxonvale is a site on the eastern edge of the town centre. It is a patchwork 
quilt of land ownerships largely occupied by derelict industrial buildings al-
though there are some attractive listed ones on the edge including the Silk Mill 
Studios which incubates creative businesses and provides a venue for cultural 
events.  Whilst many ideas have come forward for Saxonvale, none has come 
to fruition. 

The Town Council stepped in a few years ago to try to make things happen.  
It bought some land to provide the community with a seat at the regeneration 
table.  The Council has since been working to encourage other landowners to 
bring their land to the market and two of the biggest private landowners on the 
site have now agreed to dispose of their land.  This represents a significant 
watershed and working with its partners at Mendip District Council and Som-
erset County Council, the Town Council will continue to play its part in bringing 
forward a mixed-use redevelopment of this very important town centre site.          



Infusing Sustainability Throughout 
Anna Francis, Resilience Manager

Whilst district and county councils were cutting their sustainability teams, 
Frome Town Council became one of the first town or parish councils in the 
country to employ a sustainability officer in 2014. 

Why?

Working to enhance quality of life in the town is at the heart of the council’s 
ethos. Whilst the initial role was part time and on a fixed contract it quickly 
became apparent that working in this area has multiple benefits and underpins 
all of the work we do around wellbeing and prosperity. The role, now renamed 
‘resilience’, focuses on cutting emissions from energy and transport and re-
ducing waste. It aims to create a healthier, stronger, more connected commu-
nity. The projects that have resulted from this have often attracted national and 
even global media attention and have been replicated around the country. 

Energy

In Somerset 600 people die prematurely every year because they can’t afford 
to heat their home adequately. We worked with the Centre for Sustainable 
Energy in Bristol to train a team of voluntary home energy advisors to help 
those in need. We have a thermal imaging camera people can borrow to pin 
point where their homes are leaking heat. We work with the local energy co-
op to explore opportunities for community solar and in 2016 we committed to 
becoming a zero carbon town by 2046. We have an outline plan which shows 
how this can be achieved. This plan can be replicated by different areas to 
highlight opportunities to join the growing movement of villages, towns and 
cities working towards moving away from fossil fuels. Frome spends £13m on 
electricity, re-localising this and moving away from fossil fuels will strength-
en the local economy, create employment and improve air quality. We are 
planning a parliamentary meeting to outline opportunities to replicate this 
approach.  

Transport: 

Lack of mobility and cuts to local bus services meant that people were being 
cut off. Air pollution kills 40,000 people in the UK and is a big issue locally. 



To address this we work proactively with the bus companies to boost numbers, 
we support a local village bus and set up a volunteer driver scheme which now 
enables more than 200 people to access the services they need each month. 
We have an electric car club and an e-bike hire scheme. We also work with 
schools and businesses to encourage active travel and cut emissions. In 2017 
we published a sustainable transport policy outlining key actions for different 
stakeholders.

Waste

Concern around waste has increased hugely, particularly following David 
Attenborough’s Blue Planet which showed the impact of plastic on the marine 
environment. Waste also has an impact on emissions and landfill and with 
the average drill only being used for 13 minutes it is clear that we need to use 
resources in a better way. In 2015 we worked with local partner Edventure 
to set up the UK’s first Library of Things. SHARE now enables 900 members 
to share over 1000 items, as well as running regular repair and waste free 
workshops. In 2016 we worked with Edventure to set up the UK’s first 
community fridge. A network of volunteers now collected food that is still good 
to eat but would otherwise be thrown away from local businesses such as 
Greggs. The fridge is open 12 hours every day for anyone to help themselves 
and saves around 24 tonnes of food each year. 

Ensuring that sustainability is at the heart of everything we do is vital to 
ensure that we maximise the benefits of all of our work. Our project initiation 
document ensures that environmental, social and economic impacts are 
outlined before any work begins. Strategies for each different area are also 
being developed. 

Areas to replicate:

Community Fridge
SHARE: A Library of Things
Plastic Free Frome
Clean and Healthy Future



Housing & Planning – what can we do? 
Councillor Pippa Goldfinger

Like many places across the UK Frome has a housing crisis relating to af-
fordability. The National Planning Policy Framework has allowed developers 
to shirk their responsibilities to provide affordable housing whilst making huge 
profits.

Housing and Planning is one of the hardest nuts to crack if you’re not the 
Housing or Planning Authority. Frome Town Council’s Planning Advisory Group 
works hard to promote good design, listen to residents concerns and negoti-
ates to achieve the best outcomes for developments it may not have approved 
of. Frome produced a Neighbourhood Plan which grew out of a Community 
Plan for the town but the pace of consultation, review and iteration has been 
slow and frustrating.

Lobbying groups such as Frome Fair Housing have shone a light on the lack 
of affordability within the town and with help from the town council are examin-
ing fair rent scheme and other initiatives to help tackle the rental sector. 
It now seems that the best way to tackle issues around planning and housing 
is to get ahead of the curve of developments and look at ways of promoting 
what we (the town) want from development rather than simply resisting what 
we think will be damaging for the town. Another way round the planning sys-
tem is to subvert the process and produce something that benefits the com-
munity.

Nearby, two examples of alternative approaches have caught our attention. 
In Bruton the town council have accepted the housing numbers allocated to 
them but have taught to shape the type and location of housing they want to 
see in the town. In Knowle West they’ve subverted the planning system by 
creating a transportable home model that can densify a neighbourhood with 
minimal disruption.

Both examples show the type of flexible thinking that can address the housing 
demand within parish council constraints.
 



The Plums – easy wins to change your council’s focus
Councillor Peter Macfadyen

Most – if not all – town and parish councils will put some of their budget 
towards community groups and projects.  The amount of money depends 
on two factors:  Firstly, the council’s decisions around raising taxes and 
redistribution of funds and hence the size of the overall budget.  Secondly, 
the extent to which the council’s ethos is weighted towards representing 
the community and acting for it, or acting in partnership.  These two factors 
interact – the end result usually being somewhere on a spectrum where there 
is a degree of community spending and a certain amount of participation and 
engagement.

In Frome we recognised that many of the services that used to come from 
District and County would not remain in place with a central government policy 
of austerity.  Given this, we’d need to provide for ourselves - but that the town 
council could not possibly do that work alone, so partnership was the only 
option.  This is one reason we have chosen to put considerable resources into 
the voluntary sector.  The other is that we recognised Frome already had a 
massive bank of expertise and experience which could – with the right support 
– do a better job than ‘service providers’ and if this work was truly owned by 
the community it would be far more likely to be sustained, with a range of 
benefits from the empowerment this brought about.

Over that same period we have raised the level of tax, but not significantly – 
certainly in real terms.  What has changed is the proportion of budget spent 
directly or indirectly on both funding and working in closer relationship with 
the community.  That has meant increased funding to the community, not 
simply through direct grants but also by providing staff time to enable groups 
to function better and be more able to attract other funds.  This has been very 
successful with significant initial funding from a local philanthropist (channelled 
through a standalone community interest company); large and small lottery 
funds along with funds from trusts; and direct community funding which has 
bought land for community use and is invested in solar arrays on the health 
centre and football club.  To achieve this, the town council has played a key 
initial role and provided some funds, though the vast majority has come into 
the town from outside, and has crucially contracted fundraising support for 
groups over the last six years.



Changing the relationship between the council and the community will be 
touched on in other papers and panels of ‘Breaking the Mould’, but it is 
important to make the link here.  The tradition model in which the council sits 
remote and largely ignored until people want to complain or demand, cannot 
possibly provide fertile ground for the successful projects we need to foster.  

Frome Town Council’s initial work to make the council an informal and 
welcoming place to come to, where ‘yes’ is the default answer not ‘no’, has 
been vital in establishing a new relationship.  The People’s Budget and Public 
Panels, to define council strategy with community expertise, have taken this 
further – looking to cement that new relationship.  This work continues to 
evolve, but the new relationship has provided the bedrock for many of the 
successful projects that have recently emerged in Frome.  There are many 
examples of how this has worked, and below I cover two approaches:

The symbiotic relationship between Frome Town Council and Fair Frome.  

As is painfully obvious getting elected does not necessarily mean councillors 
have skills or wise views.  So at the start of every council meeting we invited 
people from the community from whom we might learn, choosing one issue at 
a time.  Recognising that we needed to better understand the impact on the 
streets of ‘austerity’, we invited agencies to come which were working hands 
on with issues of poverty - welfare groups, the housing associations, and 
church and youth groups.  They told a story which was, frankly, shocking.
This led very rapidly to the council supporting the creation of a separate 
charity to focus on issues of poverty.  FAIR FROME firstly took over the food 
bank, then added campaigning on poverty issues, and more recently furniture 
and white good provision.  Crucially, they attracted around 40 new volunteers 
and a great bunch of trustees, adding to the pool - that includes town 
councillors – giving their time to the town.  Connected in various ways are now 
the Community Fridge (which redistributes more than 4,000 of fresh food each 
month); the SHARE shop...... and now Frome Fair Housing, which has arisen 
from the community to help meet the housing crisis, as a discrete organisation 
with its own new group of enthused directors and volunteers.

Handing over control of activity.  

The best example of this is probably the allotments.  Six years ago the 10 year 
waiting list was instantly resolved by buying a field for 100 new allotments.  



At the same time, the Allotment Society was given complete control of 
management and the rents collected.  This has changed a power relationship 
in which the Society was in a position of regularly asking for help and funds, 
to one of genuine partnership with council help where it is really needed to an 
independent body.  Again, this relationship frees up council staff time, while 
empowering and engaging members of the community.

Health Connections Mendip.  

This pioneering project builds on the thriving voluntary community to develop a 
unique relationship between the Health Services and wider society.  By using 
professional staff and a large number of volunteers to ensure people requiring 
health support are better linked into the community – especially when 
returning from treatment - Frome has seen hospital admissions fall by 17%, 
with a 21% reduction in costs, while emergency admissions across Somerset 
have increased by 29%, over the same three year period.  The project has 
also catalysed a significant number of self help and support groups, which 
along with the rest, can take advantage of the council’s assistance. 

The sub title of the Picking the Plums panel in the Breaking the Mould 
programme is ‘Easy wins to change your council’s focus’.  Ideally the 
changes we have made in Frome appear easy to the community and are 
therefore seen as accessible and replicable.  But to describe re-engineering 
the relationship between a council and the community as ‘easy’ does not do 
justice to a long term policy of consistent work in this area.  It has not been 
easy so much a well conceived.  And it would not be true to suggest that 
Frome has fully developed this new relationship – in many ways we are at the 
early stages, continuing to make mistakes and learn from them, looking for 
new ways to strengthen the links and further blur the lines between the council 
and the people.  The original premise that a key way to tackle austerity and 
take control of services would be through expanding and properly empowering 
the voluntary sector, has, however already been significantly successful.





Keep in touch

For further notes from this conference or to watch the videos which will be 
posted as soon as possible go to:

madedifferently.wordpress.com

This conference focussed on particular aspects of our work to the exclusion of 
others so thanks must go to the rest of the team. The Town Hall team for being 
so welcoming; the finance team, supporting all our initiatives and services 
and praised this week for their easy to understand budget documents; and of 
course the fanstatic environment team - they deliver the ever evolving plans 
for our lovely outside spaces. They also often feature on our updates and 
social media so to find out more keep in touch:

frometowncouncil.gov.uk & discoverfrome.co.uk

fb Frome Town Council        twitter @fromecouncil         insta fromecommunity


