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1. Background

As it stands today, Mendip District Council (MDC) has a conditional sale contract with

Acorn Property Group to facilitate the development of the Saxonvale site in Frome.

This agreement fixes a land value that will be paid to MDC by Acorn when a planning

permission has been secured across the site. The contract does not (and due to

procurement legislation it cannot) specify what this application will be.

Pursuant to this agreement, Acorn has submitted a planning application which has

received resolution to grant permission on two occasions from the planning board,

but to date no permission has actually been issued. The application has been roundly

rejected by the people of Frome and it is Mayday’s position that the council has not

properly interpreted and considered its own planning policy when resolving to grant

planning permission. Mayday has advised MDC that based on the way MDC has

considered the Acorn application, a Mayday Director will seek a Judicial Review of any

planning permission for the Acorn application.

Mayday Saxonvale has been created to try and secure a better outcome for Frome. As

local residents and business owners, the founders and supporters of Mayday

Saxonvale are concerned that the plans put forward by Acorn are not in the town’s

long term best interests. This is not a campaign against development, just the wrong

development. To prove what can be done with the right ambition, Mayday Saxonvale

has put forward an alternative scheme, for which a planning application has been

submitted and is awaiting determination. This alternative scheme delivers a policy

compliant approach to the site, will exceed the amount of a�ordable housing required

and meets the council’s own ambition for a thriving and much needed addition to the

commercial o�er of the town.
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MDC, as the Saxonvale landowner, has not been willing to engage in any discussions

with Mayday Saxonvale regarding a land transaction. It is our contention that,

combined with our innovative delivery model, the Mayday proposals can meet policy,

deliver MDC ‘best consideration’ for the land and be the most economically

advantageous scheme for the people of Frome and Mendip.

This document is intended to set out principles of the delivery model that Mayday

Saxonvale, and their development partner, Stories, would take in the development of

the Saxonvale site. We are inviting MDC to engage with this alternative proposal.
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2. The Traditional Development Model

The process of property development can be boiled down to combining development

skills & expertise, financial investment and land to create projects that ultimately

deliver acceptable returns for the landowner and investor. Unless the landowners and

investors can see a route to an appropriate, risk adjusted, return for their assets and

investment, no development will take place.

Where land is acquired for a fixed land value, all financial risk is carried by the

investor and this is the case at Saxonvale. Acorn notes in its own group accounts, and

quite naturally for a private developer, that its “primary focus is, when purchasing

sites and entering into contractual obligations is to identify, avoid and mitigate risk at

all times and [to] also ensure suitable precautions are taken to protect any capital

investment.” The primacy of the protection of capital investment, combined with the

fixed land value, is key to the outcomes that are now being witnessed at Saxonvale.

In entering into a conditional sale agreement with a private development company,

and before a planning application has been submitted, the council has created an

unavoidable tension at the heart of this project. Having committed to a fixed land

value the private developer has an obligation to its investors and shareholders to

minimise risk and maximise returns by securing the most favourable consent for

itself. In a place such as Frome this incentivises the developer to maximise the

quantum of private residential accommodation, to the exclusion of lower value

a�ordable housing, workspace, and community facilities.
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Images of the Saxonvale site in Frome

Despite the above tension, in theory MDC has the ability to ensure that the eventual

planning application is su�ciently balanced, in the interests of Frome, through the

application of its own planning policy. Unfortunately, it appears that this has not been

the case in Saxonvale.

We believe that, in both parties seeking to avoid all risk, the council and its

development partner have produced a scheme of low ambition for Frome. At a time

when there has never been a greater need for a�ordable housing, and in the context of

a clear need for substantive town centre employment space in Frome (as set out in the

council's own Local Plan), to not even try to deliver policy compliant levels of

a�ordable housing and employment space at Saxonvale will consign Frome to an

unsustainable and dormitory future.

We have nothing at all against Acorn as a developer, but we believe that the council

must recognise the situation it finds itself in and that there is merit in now engaging

with an alternative approach.
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3. Our New Model for the Development of Saxonvale

Illustration of the Mayday plan for Saxonvale

3.1 Mayday Saxonvale and Stories partnership

The project will be delivered through a partnership between a local social enterprise,

Mayday Saxonvale and a socially responsible development company, Stories.

Mayday Saxonvale is a not-for-profit enterprise (a company limited by guarantee)

and Stories is a pending Benefit Corporation (B-Corp) – one of a small but growing

number of property development companies that, through their articles of

association, are legally obliged to give social and environmental value equal weight to

financial returns. Stories refers to this as a commitment to stakeholder, rather than

just shareholder, value.
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Together Mayday and Stories would form a joint venture company (JV) to be the

Master Developer of the Saxonvale site. The JV will appoint Stories to be the

development manager, organising contractors and running the development. The

overriding objective of the Master Developer will be to maximise the community value

of the development whilst delivering MDC ‘best consideration’ for its land interest.

This balancing of MDC’s need to secure a return on its investment, whilst maximising

community value, will be achieved through a carefully considered and community-led

approach to development.

3.2 Our community-led model

Our approach is to acknowledge the uncertainty and risks inherent within a large

multi-phase development but to tackle them in a more considered and collaborative

way. Our overriding goal, at every turn, is to create long term value for the people of

Frome whilst meeting the objectives of our investment partners and MDC as

landowner.

3.2.1 We will reduce the cost of capital, to lower costs and deliver more.

As per the agreement with Acorn, we will still o�er MDC a fixed minimum land value

and a share of profits (this time the financial o�er based on a submitted planning

application) but our approach is di�erent and progressive in that we will:

A. Structure the land transaction and delivery in a way that reduces the reliance on

external capital.

B. Replace external capital with local capital through a Community Bond,

wherever possible.

C. Carefully manage the delivery of commercial space.

Mayday Saxonvale & Stories Model for Development of the Saxonvale Site 7



A. Reduce the reliance on external capital

A traditional development model is structured as a vehicle to maximise development

profit (the developer’s return on investment). Our model seeks to minimise both the

amount of external investment that is used, as well as the duration that it is engaged

for.

Like the existing deal, we will seek to agree a phased draw-down of the land at

Saxonvale from MDC. The di�erence will be that we will seek for the land payments to

be made from the receipts of the sales of new homes, reducing the need for third party

investment. This model allows for the transfer of land as promptly as possible to the

ultimate homeowners and tenants, sidestepping the need for external investment and

the loss to the scheme in the form of developer profit margin. By working

collaboratively in this way, and minimising the need for a developer to take market

risk, we believe the land value this model can generate is comparable with the

alternative o�er, even with the improved community benefits and workspace content

in the Mayday Saxonvale scheme).

Illustration of the Hill Village, based on Frome’s traditional textile residential districts. Homebuyers

will be given the opportunity to take control of the interior layout and finish.
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Open market homes will be sold at an open market rate (other homes subject to the

tenures agreed through the planning permission). First refusal of open market homes

would be given to Frome residents, or those with a connection to Frome, but would be

able to be sold to others as a backstop. We will o�er residential buyers the opportunity

to buy their homes at a ‘shell’ stage and complete the interior layout and finish

themselves, either using our management and contractors, or doing it themselves.

This is an exciting opportunity for buyers, which local agents have confirmed would

be of great interest, and enables the Master Developer to reduce the duration of

external investment and therefore lower costs. Should ‘self-builders’ not emerge for

some of the units, these would be completed by us and sold on completion.

B. Community Bond

Stories has access to significant equity resources for the purpose of impact-led

property development. Mayday Saxonvale is also well resourced. We have the financial

resources to deliver this scheme.

However, in line with our goal to create the maximum value for Frome, we intend to

replace, or at least significantly reduce, reliance on external investment with a

Community Bond. Subject to further due diligence, we expect this bond would o�er a

5% annual return for example, following in the footsteps of the original ‘five per cent

philanthropists’ who successfully pursued a social agenda of development in the mid

19th to early 20th century. This would provide an opportunity for the community to

invest in the future of their town, whilst retaining the return on equity within the

town. Based on our indicative phasing plan and cost model we think this bond would

be around £2m, and we have already secured commitments of £1m.
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There may well be sceptical reactions to such a plan - would the community really

come forward? There is an existing precedent for such local investment. £280,000

was raised in 4 days for a Frome solar panel project that is now delivering returns for

local residents. As an example scenario, if 5,000 residents decided to invest an average

of £500, then £2.5m capital would be raised. The residents of Frome are incredibly

active in building their community facilities and infrastructure. Given the opportunity

to invest in the future of their town centre, we expect strong interest.

The returns given to investors in the bonds would dramatically reduce the cost of

equity and the need for developer’s profit at Saxonvale. We estimate that our

community-led approach alone will allow us to operate at half of the usual profit

margin that a private developer would seek. The introduction of a community bond

would take our required profit margin even lower, leaving even more in the

development for the people of Frome.

3D Image of the Mayday plan from the riverside park

The result of this approach to external investment and its deployment would change

what is possible on the site. The net profits enabled by the lower cost of capital and

received by Mayday will provide the seed capital for the development of community

assets and the development of the central infrastructure of the scheme.
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C. Carefully manage the delivery of commercial space

The delivery of a high proportion of commercial accommodation is an important part

of our proposal, which tackles head on the council's own assessment in their Local

Plan: ‘the biggest challenge the town faces in the next 20 years is to reduce the

outflow of workers from the town by providing jobs locally.’ The acute demand that

the council’s Local Plan stated has not abated, if anything it has increased. This is not

simply a need, it is an opportunity that is currently being lost, with businesses

currently leaving Frome or being constrained from expanding, with all of the jobs and

economic vitality that they bring.

Having set an ambitious policy it is important that we do all we can to give this a

chance. To declare it commercially unviable based on historic rents misses the wider

social value of this space to the town of Frome, and fails to recognise the town’s

prospects over the coming years. Currently, expected rents for commercial

o�ce/studio/workspace do make the viability of such space challenging. Under our

plan the higher value residential land can be used to subsidise the low or negative

value commercial land.

However, we are confident that conditions in this regard are changing, and that the

development of Saxonvale itself can act to bolster values. Our minimum land price for

MDC will be derived purely from the residential plots and not at all be conditional on

the performance of the commercial space.

There is published evidence of commercial rents in Bristol and Bath growing

substantially in recent months, creating an opportunity in the market for the likes of

Frome. Combined with post-covid expectations for improved work-life balances and

the environmental need to reduce commuting, all signs suggest MDC needs to be more

imaginative in the facilitating of workspace in Frome.
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We will build commercial space incrementally, with the larger and lower cost

commercial zone buildings (Press Shops and Notts Stores) being built first. These will

likely house more creative businesses and help generate interest and attraction for the

site. Business clusters will start to form naturally. The Saxonvale site will be known as

an attractive place to work, and for many to live (possibly in the extensive live-work

units we intend to provide).

Centre of the commercial zone in the Mayday plan, providing flexible o�ce/studio/workshop space

in the repurposed Notts Store and Press Shop buildings.

For the higher cost commercial buildings in the Heritage Quarter, advance purchasers

and tenants will be sought, or they will be built when the demand at the rates

necessary can be demonstrated. This would not require a significant increase in rents,

and we expect that this movement will occur within the projected timeline of the

development. In the meantime, we will work with MDC and local people to introduce a

range of early adopter activities to ensure that no part of the site is ever left vacant or

unused.
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With rents increasing it will be important to include mechanisms a range of

businesses can operate in Saxonvale. Community owned space let to commercial

tenants will provide one such approach (further described below). But would look to

explore other approaches to achieve this, and have started to develop this thinking in

our Economic Manifesto.

3.2.2 Obtain further grant funding

Our plan includes no assumption of obtaining grant funding. However, we would be

incredibly well placed to obtain grant funding as the first community led master plan

level development in the UK. Our wide range of community assets covering over 3,500

sqm, and their prospective tenants (selected by the community), would be well

positioned to make applications. Again, we seek to maximise the opportunity for

community upside throughout the length of the development.

3.2.3 Delivering Community Assets

Mayday Saxonvale has a long-term vision for Saxonvale, whereby the area continues

to deliver for the community of Frome for generations to come. At the forefront of this

vision are the delivery of specific buildings, and the wider public realm, of the area

into the ownership of the community in perpetuity. These assets will be places where

the priorities of the community can play out, whether in terms of arts, culture,

supporting local commercial and social enterprises, education, or whatever use is of

social value in the future. In time, where these assets return a profit, these will be fed

back into delivering further social value in Saxonvale and Frome.
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The net profits from the residential and commercial areas of the site will provide the

seed capital for the development of community assets. Many of the community assets,

such as the hotel, cafe, spa, and o�ce/studio space will be run on a commercial basis,

and so will be in a good position for financing and therefore require lower seed capital.

Any profits returned from these will enable lower lease terms on other spaces, such as

the Western Warehouse and other o�ce/studio space, enabling subsidised terms for

tenants that are of value to the community (decided by the community). The lido will

require full capital financing, but we expect to be operationally cost neutral.

4. In Conclusion

This is an unapologetically ambitious plan for Saxonvale. We don’t know of another

community working at such a scale in the country. In Stories we have a team that is

expressly focussed on doing development di�erently, and in the interests of people.

We are asking MDC not to miss the opportunity to do the right thing for the people of

Frome and engage with this proposal.
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