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 Executive Summary 

In September 2017 Chesham Connect organised a field study trip to Frome with a view to 

learning how this market town, with many similarities to Chesham, had become so 

successful, and if we would be able to apply any of the lessons learned. 

Chesham Connect holds its annual general meeting at the end of October/November at 

which it is committed to presenting the Action Plan for the coming year. Chesham Connect 

intends to use the information gathered in Frome as the basis of this plan.  

Chesham Connect is able to apply for funding from a variety of sources. Applications are 

likely to be more successful if it can be demonstrated that is part of a more cohesive and 

holistic strategy.  

Contact was made with Frome to identify key people who would be willing to meet and 

answer a range of questions. One of the members of the Chesham Connect Executive had a 

contact in Frome which very much assisted the process 

Interviewees were sent a range of questions in advance. The questions and the responses 

are outlined in the appendices.  

Those interviewed were the Town Clerk, Two Independent Councillors, the Civic Society, A 

Policy Officer, the Chamber of Commerce, the Director of a successful Arts Venue, The Town 

Manager, and several independent retailers. 

 5.0 Looks at the history of decline for Frome in an attempt to set the context for its 
emergence as a successful market town. 
 
6.0 Considers earlier attempts to revitalise the Town and how the Independent Town 
Council was able to build on what had gone before. 



 
7.0 Investigates the catalyst for change. 
 
8.0 Takes a closer look at how the Independent Town Council was formed and how it is set 
up to operate. It then goes on to consider its main successes and where it has been less 
successful. 
 
9.0 Identifies the early successes in the Transformation of Frome. 
 
10.0 Key themes arising from Frome under various headings including Retail, Residential and 
Business; Vision; Voluntary Groups and Organisations; The Town as a destination; 
Infrastructure; Vision and Trends. 
 
11.0 Lists the insights gained under the same headings as those listed in 10.0 above. 
 
12.0 Highlights the Challenges to be overcome under the same headings as listed in 10.0 
above. 
 
13.0 Lists some of Frome’s Golden Rules. 
 
14.0 Describes three further projects that are taking place in Frome and could bear further 
investigation. 
 
15.0 Pulls together the conclusions to be drawn from this report. 
 
16.0 Makes some recommendations. 
 
17.0 Identifies the next steps to be taken.  
 
1.0 Title 

1.1 Fact Finding Visit to Frome, September 2017, undertaken by Chesham Connect 

2.0 Introduction 

2.1 One of the objectives of the newly formed Chesham Connect was to learn from good 

practice and hopefully to apply some of the lessons learned to Chesham High Street and 

possibly beyond.  

2.2 Frome was selected as it has steadily been building a reputation as a thriving market 

town that had lost much of its industry and is a similar size (26,000 pop) to Chesham.  

2.3 Frome’s population of 26,000 continues to grow, with people moving from London and 

Bath. 

3.0 Background Context 



3.1 Chesham Connect holds its annual general meeting at the end of October/November at 

which it is committed to presenting the Action Plan for the coming year. Chesham Connect 

intends to use the information gathered in Frome as the basis of this plan  

3.2 Some years ago Chesham was successful to gain some of the Mary Portas High Street 

Initiative and Chesham Connect is keen to ensure that the money is used as part of a wider 

strategy rather than on ad hoc projects.  

3.3 Chesham Connect has the ability to apply for funding from a variety of sources. 

Applications are likely to be more successful if it can be demonstrated that is part of a wider 

strategy.  

4.0 Methodology 

4.1 Once Frome had been identified, desk top research confirmed that there was enough to 

see to justify a visit 

4.2 Contact was made with Frome to identify key people who would be willing to meet and 

answer a range of questions. One of the members of the Chesham Connect Executive 

Committee had a contact in Frome which very much assisted the process. 

4.2.1 Interviewees were sent a range of questions in advance. The questions and the 

responses are outlined in Paragraph 5.0.  

4.2.2 Those interviewed were the Town Clerk, Two Independent Councillors, the Civic 

Society, A Policy Officer, the Chamber of Commerce, the Director of a successful Arts Venue, 

The Town Manager, and several independent retailers.  

4.3 Five of the six members of the executive committee attended (one of whom is an officer 

at the Chesham Town Council) together with the Chair of the White Hill Centre and the 

independent retailers, Ray and Heather from JPS Stationers. In addition Chesham 

Renaissance and the Chesham Society were also invited but due to the pressure of other 

commitments were unable to field a representative. 

4.4 In line with the aims of Chesham Connect to remain apolitical, no politicians were 

invited to attend the trip, however there was a commitment to brief them on the findings.  

4.5 In order to have frank conversations with the interviewees, we agreed that we would 

anonymise any comments and therefore they are not attributed within this report. 

5.0 History of Decline  

5.1 The town had a natural sense of independence together with a history of being 

nonconformist and rebellious. Frome was a working class, rural, isolated town with small 

independent businesses which began to fail as industry was lost and transport/commuting 

increased.  

5.2 Frome’s industries, including Wool, Casting and Paper, started to decline in the 70’s and 

80’s, and when the livestock market closed in 1992 the town declined even further. There 

were empty shops, 10-15% occupancy in shops in the early 90’, no market and buildings 



were being demolished. Retail units were being converted into residential and it was felt 

that the town was slowly dying. 

5.3 There was increased awareness of historic importance of buildings in town led to the 

creation of the Frome Civic Society which is fiercely independent and campaigned to stop 

the demolition of ‘workers cottages’ and protect the Heritage of the town. 

6.0 Earlier attempts at effecting Change 

6.1 An injection of money from the District Council in the 1980s together with partnership 

working with the Civic Society helped to create a conservation area and the creation of a 

Town Team/Task Force led to some regeneration in the 1990s so the will was already in 

evidence. 

6.1.1 The Task Force was set up in 1990’s by the Civic Society, Town, District and County 

Councils, Chamber of Commerce and other local groups. The Town Council enabled and 

encouraged groups, organisations and residents to get involved. 

6.2 In the 1990s a Town Team/ Task Force was formed, led by the Town Council who 

employed a Regeneration Officer and gave rent holidays to shops and provided grants. The 

Town Council borrowed large amounts of money to get the interest which then was used for 

grants to smaller organisations to develop encourage and enable people and groups with 

ideas  to get them off the ground 

6.3 Developers built in the Town and invested to make the Town work in order to further 

enhance their investment, aiming to create a destination and attracting more entrepreneurs 

to Frome.  

6.4 A local philanthropist injected cash into the Town establishing a Community Interest 

Company which works with the Town Council.  

7.0 The Catalyst for Change 

7.1 There are many theories and differences of opinion as to what provided the impetus for 

change in Frome and it is possible that there was no single event. 

7.2 During the first decade of the 21st Century there was widespread community 

dissatisfaction with the town council which was viewed as ineffectual and led to the 

independents becoming the effective opposition in 2010 and taking full control in 2015. 

7.3 Support for the Lib Dem District Council had become eroded and they were viewed at 

having lost interest in the town. The Town Council became the battleground with people 

accused of having vested interests especially when people sat in all three councils. One 

proposal of the Town Council to cease to support the Cheese and Grain (Community venue) 

was viewed as the final straw that led to them being voted out. 

 

7.4 Selection of candidates was via an independent panel which assessed candidates who 

wished to become independent councillors against an agreed set of criteria. 



7.5 The District and County Council cut all arts funding to Frome which galvanised the Town 

and forced the Arts Organisations to become far more business-like. 

8.0 The Independent Town Council 

8.1 At the outset the Independent Council agreed to work in a different way from the 

traditional political set up, culminating in a radical restructure (Officers) and an ethos that 

said Yes to projects rather than looking for reasons to suppress them. 

8.2 Frome Town Council now has 21 staff including an economic development officer 

together with a Projects officer providing 1:1 support to local organisations helping them to 

become sustainable. Other posts have such remits as Business Resilience, Health and 

Well-Being, Communications and Park Rangers. 

8.3 The current local councillors have a voluntary background and are by default into joint 

working and sharing experiences; they remain opposed to the austerity agenda, taking 

advantage of low interest rates to take out Public Works Loans and purchasing open spaces 

from the District Council and investing in them. 

8.3.1 If a councillor loses the argument they drop it and throw their weight behind the 

agreed position or project. Councillors are of all political shades but they put the town first 

above tribal politics. 

8.4 The Town Council aims to be more open and democratic and has the General Power of 

Competence, which affords the power to do anything in the interests of the town. 

8.5 Some feel that it is now a visionary Town Council which looks at all areas; housing, 

employment, entertainment, arts, community groups and works with and not for the 

community obtaining large amounts of funding to assist people and groups to develop their 

ideas.  

8.6 Looking for quick wins they bought a field to convert to allotments in order to clear the 

long waiting list. The Town Council was willing and had the courage to borrow money at 

attractive rates to make projects work.  

8.7 Fair Frome, is the independent Community Interest Company which supports and helps 

deliver town council policies was set up. 

8.8 There has been an effective coordinated marketing of the Town. 
 
8.9 The Town Council have set up Health Connections based in GP surgeries involving 

signposting and has reduced the requirement for a GP appointment and this may be 

something that Chesham Connect would wish to explore further. 

8.10 The lack of statutory funding for service providers means that support from the Town 
Council has become increasingly important. Some voluntary organisations are in crisis due 
to not having the capacity to support volunteers 
 

8.11 The Town Council has employed an external fundraiser for £10k a year who also helps 

external organisations with grant applications and have started a Volunteer Co-ordinators 



Network, which it is hoped will eventually run itself, offering peer support. Voluntary groups 

were very clear that they wanted the Town Council to provide an information sharing 

platform and to help raise awareness of the organisations. 

8.12 The Town Council promoted its success very heavily and it could be argued that it has 

become a victim of its own success as some people felt that it was the earlier Task Force 

that drove the changes not the Independent Councillors and that the Independent Council 

hasn’t transformed Frome but had built on what was already there in partnership with the 

Business Community.  

8.13 The various community groups form a wide network and most of the groups were 

there before the Independent Council was elected, however it is accepted that their election 

has taken politics out of the equation. 

8.14 Relationship with District and Town Council has been strained and opposition to the 

Town Council is provided by a very strong scrutiny panel. 

8.15 The Town Council are not listened to at the District or County Council level (although a 

small number of higher tier councillors are committed to working with the Town Council). 

9.0 Early Transformation Successes 

9.1 A Town Manager was employed so that projects could be progressed to completion 

whilst access to the Town Centre was improved. 

9.2 Businesses were subsidised to go into small shop units reducing the number of vacant 
shop units. 
 
9.2.1 To start with a lot of businesses came and went, enjoying the low rates for 12-18 

months before closing but eventually things stabilised. A lot of shops were opened by arty 

hipster type people coming to Frome because of its affordability. 

 

9.3 It was felt that it was important to provide a focus within the Town e.g. the Medieval 

Fair Charter Fair. 

9.4 A Town Centre Regeneration Manager was employed and the cobbles stones were put 

back in the St. Catherine’s area, the town was transformed into an Artisan town within 2 

years. 

9.5 CCTV stopped vandalism of shop windows, encouraged new enterprises and the old 

run-down street became ‘chic’.  

9.6 Sustainable Frome was started. It connected people and brought them together in a 

common vision. 

 
9.7 The Chamber worked in partnership with all three local authorities for the Town Team. 
 
9.8 Specific events such as the Light Procession through the town united the community. 
There were lantern making workshops which brought all the generations together, involving 
the schools and colleges through workshops.  



 
9.9 Signage was one of the first issues to be tackled. 
 
9.10 The Christmas Extravaganza was the first event to be improved, combining various 
events and making a big success of it, and pulls in lots of people from the surrounding areas. 
The proud boast is that it’s better and more successful than Bath’s, who have a lot of 
funding.  
 
9.11 An Economic Survey was carried out in 2010 looked at the strengths and opportunities 

of the Town identified what was needed to encourage the night time economy (identified as 

a priority).  

10.0 Key Themes arising from Frome in 2017 

10.1 Retail, Residential and Business 

10.1.1 Frome became fashionable with local pop stars and celebrities which caused rents to 
go up and saw a proliferation of ‘swanky’ high fashion shops, replacing lots of ‘normal’ 
shops that are no longer there. High End Shops are also moving from Bath to Frome. 
 

10.1.2 Frome has become increasingly upmarket and, whilst it is more stable with lots of 

new housing being built on the remote edges of the town, there is a lack of affordable 

homes. 

10.1.3 The Rotary Club runs a charity shop where the landlord pays for the services and local 

groups are invited for 1 month bringing their own goods in to sell at a profit and raise funds. 

10.1.4 The rates are deliberately kept low to reduce the vacancy rate of shop units. Once the 

unit is let the pop up Charity shop moves to another vacant site. 

10.1.5 The town also has a lot of small start-ups and high-level consultancies with mainly 
residential units above the shops. 
 

10.1.6 There is now a very low vacancy rate in the shops which thrive because there are 

regular events taking place throughout the year. 

 

10.2 The Town as a Destination 

10.2.1 In order to make Frome a “destination”, the Frome Festival was devised; a 10-day 

event led by a visionary on a low budget provides good acts, runs well and is well supported. 

There are also bike races and markets.  

10.2.2 The Cheese and Grain is a charitable trust that owns the building. It operates as a 
social enterprise that separates commercial and charity. The Bar/cafe and Box Office are 
separate companies owned by the charity to financial benefit. There is a separate Case 
Study of the Cheese and Grain to accompany this report.  
 
10.2.3 A good night time economy has developed over the last decade. 
 



10.2.4 Markets have become a major driver with new, successful markets taking place; 

especially the monthly artisan market held on Sundays which boasts 300 stalls. 

10.2.5 The Sunday market now makes a considerable contribution to the retail outlets 
within the Town. Coach Parties from Wales are not an unusual sight, such is the reputation 
of the market. 
 
10.2.6 There are lots of writers and this has given rise to Frome ‘Small publisher’s fayre 
which encourages new writers. There is also a literary festival and an artist’s co-op. It is now 
widely regarded as an arts town and has become a destination for people. 
 

10.3 Infrastructure 

10.3.1 There has been Improved access to the town centre, including pedestrianisation and 
partial road closures creating a focus for events and activities. There are now defined spaces 
within Town, hipster areas for a younger trendy market and shops that meet the needs of 
original residents with more traditional taste and areas for creatives and artists.  
 
10.3.2 There were lots of disused churches that were otherwise empty and in ill repair that 
are now providing useful spaces and being used for other things that the community needs . 
 
10.4 Volunteer Groups and Organisations  
 
10.4.1 Most of the voluntary groups share a common requirement; mainly volunteers and 

funding with many groups reporting a dearth of younger volunteers. 

10.4.2  Volunteer Frome has an online database of volunteer opportunities provided by 
Plymouth Guild although some volunteers are resistant to the amount of information being 
asked of them. 
 
10.4.3 There is also the Frome Community Learning Partnership which combines 17 schools 
in the local area.  
 
10.5 Vision 
 
10.5.1 Independent Frome was the main outcome of all the various strands of the project 

10.6 Trends 
 
10.6.1 Young people are on board with the new way of working and have seen investment 

in the Youth Agenda beginning with the development of a Pump Track in an open space.  

 
10.6.2 There has been a noticeable loss of arty/hipster folk who were in the first wave of 

incomers who helped to turn fortunes around as Frome has become trendy and so 

unaffordable. 

 



10.6.3 Some of the older residents aren’t happy with the changes happening in the Town 

and some of the traditional events/activities, such as the carnival, are struggling to continue. 

10.6.4 The town now has a vibrant, diverse and thriving town centre where the historic 

buildings seem protected and cared for. There is an increased sense of pride in the Town 

particularly that it hasn’t embraced the austerity agenda. There is a diversity of shops and 

the town centre is broken up into areas each with a different identity. 

10.6.5 There is a concerted effort to breach the gap in sharing information between 
different organisations and with the public, so people become more aware of the services 
out there.  (a major aim of Chesham Connect) and in addition trying to target younger 
people to encourage them to volunteer, as retired people are already able to find 
volunteering opportunities without help. 
 
10.6.6 The arrival of a good ever popular restaurant, Castello acted as a catalyst to bring in 
other restaurants and boost the night time economy. Lots of venues for people to enjoy, 
lots of options and  accessible to all budgets. 
 

11.0 Insights Gained 
 
11.1 Retail, Residential and Business 
 
11.1.1 There was churn as some businesses took advantage of the free and low rents 

available and then closed or moved on – however now the churn in the Town is fairly rapid 

even if it is sometimes pop ups. 

 
11.2 Infrastructure 
 
11.2.1 Now not enough office space because so much was converted into housing so that 

successful businesses now outgrow the available space and move away. 

11.2.2 Charity shops are not necessarily a bad thing especially the well- presented ones and 

they can prevent gaps in the high street. 

11.2.3 Diversity is important – develop distinct areas within the town to attract tourists and 

local shoppers.  

 
11.3 Volunteer Groups and Organisations  
 

11.3.1 The Chamber of Commerce acts as a critical friend and a conduit between the 

businesses and the Town Council-. It tries not to publicly criticise but to highlight where 

there is a need, sometimes by demonstrating that the community/business has done 

something and private landlords need to step up to the mark 



11.3.2 The weaving of individuals into different groups making connections is the way to 

success. One of the key attractions of being in Frome are the human connections made and 

the chance to be involved. 

 
11.3.3 The Chamber works with the town council to run practical events to help town 
businesses, e.g. workshops on using social media. 
 
11.3.4 Do not impose things on voluntary groups – work with them.  
 
11.4 Vision  
 
11.4.1 Trust your Town. 

 
11.4.2 Market Towns potentially are the future- less need to travel to work, good schools 

and community spirit often missing in the bigger Cities - more space- this is particularly true 

if there are good transport links to a big city. 

11.4.3 Be radical. 
 
11.4.4 Be careful what you wish; one interviewee seemed to regret the way things were 
now going and that the balance was starting to tip in the wrong direction. 
 
11.4.5 Help and facilitate rather than doing things yourself as you won’t have the capacity to 
do it all. 
 
11.4.6 Don’t feel restricted by traditional roles of a town council, e.g. Frome has a Health 
and Well Being Manager and a Resilience Manager – you can deliver traditionally higher tier 
authority services but do it better because you are local and can be more responsive. 
 
11.4.7 Get a good patron, use social media and get loads of attention! Lots of publicity, lots 

of media coverage – get as many people talking and involved as possible. 

11.4.8 Demonstrating success – rising tide lifts all the boats and not necessarily by achieving 

huge things. Regardless of scale it is important to formulate the PR.  

11.4.9 Need to be able to put up with the flack when some things (inevitably) don’t work.  

11.4.10 PR is essential to report and repeat success. 
 
11.5 Trends 
 
11.5.1 There is social deprivation (e.g. commuters) and financial deprivation and this 
deprivation isn’t necessarily experienced by the same groups. 
 
11.5.2 Initially it was good for start-up businesses but when they outgrew the space there 

was nowhere to go and they left the Town. 



11.5.3 There is no magic wand things took time because it was important to carry the 

community along with the changes. 

11.5.4 There are perhaps less employment opportunities locally now but it might well  have 

been worse if the decline had not been halted and reversed.  

12.0 Challenges to be Overcome 

12.1 Retail, Residential and Business 

12.1.2 House prices in Frome are up 14% in last year (2016).  
 
12.1.3 Office accommodation is important for the vitality of the town and there is a need to 

build in capacity for growth to foster resilience.  

12.2 Infrastructure 
 
12.2.1 The geography of the town means getting across town can be difficult and there are 
problems with traffic in the town centre. 
 

12.3 Vision 

12.3.1 There are many events taking place in Frome but probably the same 3000 people 

attending and ways should be sought to widen the appeal to attract new audiences. 

 
12.3.2 It is important to unify the publicity e.g. brochures aim not to look stuffy rather to 
look young fun and funky whilst retaining some traditional elements.  
 
12.4 Volunteer Groups and Organisations 
 
12.4.1 There is a distinct Lack of trustees and lack of people with financial experience willing 
to volunteer. 
 
12.4.2 Voluntary groups were initially reluctant to share information with one another but 
can now see the benefit. 
 
12.4.3 Art Organisations experienced initial reluctance from the public to take part in their 
activities and so have tried to make art accessible to all by doing a variety of different things 
to attract new people into art, writing, poetry and am dram too.  This is done through 
various galleries that are open to all, also art cafes that meet once and month and lots of 
exhibitions.  
 
12.5 Trends 
 
12.5.1 The population is split between old Frome/new Frome, poor Frome/rich Frome and  
Engaged /disengaged Frome. 
 
12.5.2 The more traditional events, e.g. volunteer fair, Carnival, have been badly attended 
by the public and it is unclear why this should be so. One possible explanation could be that 



the wealth of choice of events has enabled people to select which events more closely fit 
their needs. 
 
13.0 Frome’s Golden Rules 
 
13.1 Keep a close eye on Public Relations. 

13.2 Identify what to do first and what to cease doing.  

13.3 There is never a good reason not to do something. 

13.4 Participatory Budgeting works in theory but in practice those more adept gained the 

money for their projects.  

13.5 Build bridges with District and County Councils and don’t criticise them or other 

opponents in public.  

14.0 Further Examples from Frome  

14.1 Discuss and Do – business experts not trying to sell their products but providing 
practical workshops e.g. Social Media, but the aim is not just to listen but to practice newly 
learned skills as this was felt to be an issue where people listened but didn’t get the 
opportunity to practice new skills. 
 
14.2 Mendip Health Connections has saved the NHS millions by reducing hospital admissions 
through a social prescribing model. 
 
14.3 The Community Fridge Project – an industrial fridge openly available between set times 
(timed locking) to anyone with the aim of reducing food waste. The contents of the Fridge 
are supplied by local shops from goods close to their sell by date and surplus vegetables and 
fruit from allotments and gardens. A paid officer oversees the project and volunteers clean 
the fridge and check the stock daily.  
 

15.0 Conclusions  

15.1 There are many similarities between Chesham and Frome but equally there are some 

significant differences and by identifying both it is possible to identify some projects that are 

worth pursuing and others that would not necessarily meet the needs of Chesham. 

15.2 We were unable to meet the organisers of the very successful Sunday Market as they 

required a consultancy fee of £400. From our findings, it was clear that the Market has 

made a significant contribution to the success of the High Street so more dedicated research 

is required.  

15.3 Chesham has a lot of advantages and some of the things for which Frome strove, 

Chesham already has in place. 

15.4 The work of Chesham Connect and Chesham Renaissance is going to be key to any 

success and will require close working between the groups. 



16.0 Recommendations 

16.1 These Recommendations are presented by the Chesham Connect Executive Committee 
as a base for development and enhancement in conjunction with Chesham Community 
Stakeholders – primarily but not exclusively: 

Chesham Renaissance and Chesham Society 
Brown Not Green 
Chesham Connect Members 
Chesham Town Council 
Chiltern District Council 

 
16.2 Select from the report and agree with Stakeholders: 

Good Practice – relevant and new to Chesham and to be encouraged 
Good Practice – relevant and in place in Chesham and to be encouraged 
Bad Practice – relevant to Chesham and to be discouraged 

 These to be the base for an Action Plan 

 

16.3 Build a common vision e.g. To revitalise and further enhance the character of the 

Town. 

16.4 Develop a clear identity for the Town.  

16.5 Provide infrastructure to support any proposed changes.  

16.6 Carry out an economic survey looking at the strengths and opportunities of the Town 

identifying what was needed to encourage the night time economy. However the first task is 

to collate other studies that have been undertaken to ensure that we do not waste time 

repeating work. 

16.7 Chesham Connect could use the Mary Portas money to pump prime some of the 
projects that they wish to be brought forward providing that they are feasible and have 
broad support. 
 
16.8 Write a Marketing Plan which includes a Public Relations Strategy for Chesham. 
 
17.0 Next Steps 

17.1 Present Frome Report to 2017 AGM 

17.2 Set up an Advisory Group (not achieved in 2017 and therefore carried over) to advise 

the Executive Committee.  

17.3 Agree the projects that should be taken forward in 2018. 

17.4 Develop the 2018 Action Plan around the agreed projects.  

 


