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Personal Statement 
 
I am Leslie Michael Durrant FRICS, Dip TP, MRTPI and I am the current President of Swindon Chamber 
of Commerce (SCC).  SCC is part of the wider Thames Valley Chamber of Commerce Group, covering 
the geographical area of Swindon, Berkshire, Buckinghamshire and Oxfordshire.  I was previously 
President between 2001 to 2003 and have held the current post since June 2018. 
 
By way of professional background I have a Post Graduate Diploma in Town Planning from the 
University of Westminster (1974) and I am a corporate member of the Royal Town Planning Institute.  
I am also a Fellow of the Royal Institution of Chartered Surveyors (1992) having been a Professional 
Associate since May 1980.  I am Chairman of DPDS Consulting Group, a multi-disciplinary professional 
practice based in Old Town, Swindon and engaged on projects throughout the United Kingdom. 
 
I have worked in the Swindon area since January 1983 having worked for the former EH Bradley Group 
of companies as Planning and Development Director during which time I was responsible for the 
development of major town expansion schemes at West Swindon and Royal Wootton Bassett in the 
local area.  Prior to that I held posts in Local Government with East Suffolk County Council, London 
Boroughs of Ealing and Harrow and with Horsham District Council in West Sussex.   
 
I am familiar with the Swindon economic sub-region and as a professional Chartered Surveyor and 
Town Planner have worked closely with a number of local companies based in the area as well as others 
looking to make inward investment moves to Swindon.   
 
Between 1996 and 2008 I was also a Non-Executive Director on the board of Great Western Enterprise 
an Enterprise Agency set up following the closure of the railway engineering works in Swindon in 1986.  
Between 2004 and 2011 I was also a Director of Incubation South East, a joint venture company set up 
by Great Western Enterprise and DPDS Consulting Group to identify the need for, plan, design, build, 
deliver and run business incubation centres throughout the South East region on behalf of the Regional 
Development Agency at that time.  The nearest of these to Swindon was Faringdon, Oxfordshire. 
 
I have also been a member of Swindon Borough Council’s Development Delivery Panel, a public and 
private sector joint working party to promote best practice in development delivery.  I am currently 
the Chair of that Panel. 
 
I am familiar with the appeal site and the surrounding area and in particular of the economic 
development activity in the Swindon sub-region.   
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1.0 Background 
 
1.1 Swindon Chamber of Commerce (SCC) is part of the wider Thames Valley Chamber of 

Commerce (TVCC) Group.  The TVCC is the only accredited Chamber covering the Thames 
Valley (Berkshire, Buckinghamshire and Oxfordshire) and Swindon area with 4000+ businesses 
in membership.  These members include the full range of companies from start-ups and high 
growth innovators to large corporates and multi-national organisations.  As part of this 
accredited network, SCC represents, and draws on the opinion of, many major employers 
through Swindon and the wider area and many smaller businesses that form part of the supply 
chain to the larger employers.   
 

1.2 Swindon has a strong local economy, developed over many years and has demonstrated its 
ability to create new jobs and foreign direct investment  leading to new inward-migration of 
young, economically active people to fill them.  This has been reflected in an equally strong 
local housing market with new housing delivery rates at a high level. 
 

1.3 In spite of set backs, such as the closure of the Railway Engineering Works in the mid 1980’s, 
the local economy has demonstrated an ability to bounce back by the growth of local 
businesses and, historically, the ability to attract inward investment from new companies.  
Economic performance has therefore been strong over a long period of time. 
 

1.4 The UK has many globally leading innovative and high growth sectors with strengths in a 
diverse set of industries and research institutions. The Swindon and Wilshire economy is well 
represented in several and is, we argue, well placed to contribute to our Government’s Plan 
for Growth and to “Build Back Better”.  Sectors represented here include the advanced 
engineering and manufacturing; health and life sciences (the Porton Science Park offers 
incoming companies access to facilities at the Defence Science & Technology Laboratory; it is 
also a designated Life Sciences Opportunity Zone); logistics and distribution and Technology 
(notably cyber-security with a growing number of new innovative and/or technology based 
companies located here).  The town, and its environs, are also well known for being the 
location for a number of national Research Councils.  
 

1.5 It is instrumental to the areas long term economic growth and well-being, and UK plc, that we 
not only retain existing employment land (e.g. Honda – see below) but every effort is made, 
and we work diligently together. to bring forward and secure suitable employment land.   
 

1.6 SCC has engaged positively in the Development Plan process over many decades and appeared 
at Structure Plan and Local Plan Public Examinations to represent the views of the local 
business community in respect of formulation of planning policy.  The most recent appearance 
was in 2014 in respect of the Public Examination into the Swindon Borough Local Plan 2026.  
Some of the views expressed during those proceedings and referred to in the Inspector Report 
remain relevant  to the current appeal proposals and are set out in greater detail later in this 
Inquiry Statement. 
 

1.7 SCC has, subsequently, submitted representations at every available opportunity to both 
Wiltshire Council and Swindon Borough Council in terms of Local Plan Review and engaged 
positively in other consultation exercises concerning broader policy matters such as Economic 
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Strategy and Transport Strategy related to, for example, the Oxfordshire/Cambridge/Milton 
Keynes (OXCAM) growth arc concept and specific issues such as the Oxford Express Way.   
 

1.8 Whilst SCC engages positively at every available opportunity in broad policy making activity, it 
very rarely submits views in respect of individual planning applications.  The last time this 
occurred was in registering the business community’s support for the Swindon and 
Marlborough NHS Trust’s new district general hospital proposal (now Great Western Hospital) 
at Commonhead in 1999, some 22 years ago.  It is normally only in respect of major strategic 
proposals that SCC is inclined to express specific views.   
 

1.9 However, having seen the officer report and recommendations contained in the Planning 
Committee report of August 2020, SCC felt compelled to express their dismay and 
disappointment that such a negative response was presented to a critically important proposal 
(the appeal proposal), especially in the current COVID-19 pandemic when protection of 
existing jobs and creation of new ones are of such critical importance to both local and national 
economies.   
 

1.10 SCC therefore submitted a letter of representations dated 20th August 2020 to the Director of 
Planning at Swindon Borough Council.  A copy of that letter is attached to this statement at 
Appendix A.   
 

1.11 On behalf of SCC I also addressed the (virtual) Planning Committee.  
 

1.12 SCC has subsequently decided to restate its support for the proposal at the current Public Local 
Inquiry stage.  The support of the Local Chamber Action Group has been fully endorsed by the 
wider Thames Valley Chamber of Commerce Presidents’ Assembly.   
 

1.13 In the following section of this Statement I have set out the broad areas upon which SCC has 
elected to support the Science Park proposals. 

 

2.0 Material Considerations 
 
2.1 SCC have a number of areas within which it has based its decision to support the Science Park 

at Wanborough.  These can be broadly set out as follows: 
 
1. The inability, historically to address identified employment land issues and 

consequently allocate, in terms of both quantity and quality, suitable and appropriate 
employment land to meet the needs of both existing firms wishing to expand and also 
those from outside the area looking for inward investment moves.   

2. A perceived, by the business community, relative unambitious and short term 
Economic Strategy (2017-2026). 

3. The missed opportunity to address positively issues of housing and employment land 
supply across the administrative borders of Swindon and Wiltshire. 

4. Untimely delays in the opportunity to have an early review of the Swindon Borough 
Local Plan 2026 in accordance with the Inspector Report recommendations. 

5. The issues caused by the impending Honda Manufacturing UK Plant closure (July 2021) 
and its impact on the local economy. 
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6. Swindon Borough Council’s reluctance to plan positively for and deliver identified Local 
Policy Priorities identified by SCC through numerous consultation/representation 
responses. 

7. A reluctance to accept the economic and business facts, as presented by the appellant, 
in terms of both the need of the appellant company and the suitability of alternative 
sites considered. 

8. The cumulative impact of all of the above and its potential impact on Swindon 
economy and its capacity to contribute the UK’s Building Back Better agenda post 
COVID-19 and EU Exit. 

 
1. Historic Failure to Identify Employment Land 
 

2.2 Swindon Borough Council carried out a consultation programme in the summer of 2017 in 
respect of its then draft Economic Strategy 2017-2026.  SCC submitted a response to this 
document, attached to this Statement as Appendix B.  This statement, at paragraph 3, called 
for a longer term 2050 vision “… that maximises the potential to align economic and land use 
planning…”.  It also noted at paragraph 5 that “… in recent years… the Council has found it 
increasingly difficult to identify suitable sites for employment development…”. 
 

2.3 The call for a greater range of new employment sites has come from commercial agents in the 
town for many years.  Opportunities have been limited and by and large very few opportunities 
have been available for specific companies to acquire for their own bespoke development; by 
and large sites have been acquired by development companies for development and letting. 
 

2.4 In more recent years there has been a relative lack of large sites to accommodate market 
requirements.  A number of the older, more traditional “trading estates” have been replaced 
by residential development.  Some of the other traditional employment sites have also 
declined because of lack of infrastructure to pump-prime regeneration schemes. 
 

2.5 Most recently SBC have relied heavily on the prospect of the Honda site becoming available to 
boost the supply of employment land.  SCC are delighted that Panattoni have secured the site 
for continued employment purposes, but note that their intention is to develop it for logistics 
on inquiry from the property agent for Wasdell it appears that they are unlikely to sell sites to 
individual owners for their bespoke developments.  This sector of the market will therefore 
need to be addressed separately. 
 
2. Economic Strategy  
 

2.6 The points being made in the SCC representations on the Economic Strategy were also picked 
up by Swindon Borough Council’s Development Delivery Panel and as a result written 
questions were tabled to the Cabinets of both Wiltshire and Swindon Councils concerning a 
more strategic approach to economic and spatial planning.  These written questions and 
subsequently written answers are included for information at Appendix C to this statement.  
Unfortunately, notwithstanding the answers provided, joint working has not progressed as 
hoped and both Swindon Borough Council and Wiltshire Council have opted to pursue their 
own Local Plan Reviews independently.  There is, therefore, still no long term or strategic vision 
covering the Swindon Borough Council administrative area or the wider Swindon built up area.   
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2.7 Consequently, the availability of sites for employment purposes, especially for specific 
operators requiring bespoke facilities, remains limited. 
 
3. Joint Working 

 
2.8 SCC responded positively in December 2017 to a consultation process carried out jointly by 

Swindon Borough and Wiltshire Councils in respect of the Swindon and Wiltshire Joint Spatial 
Framework – Issues and Options.  At the same time SCC submitted separate representations 
in respect of both the Swindon Borough Council Local Plan Review.  These representations are 
attached tot his statement as Appendix D for ease of reference. 

 
2.9 It is clear from these representations that SCC was very supportive of the concept joint working 

by the two LPAs in order to fulfil the requirement for an early review of the Swindon Borough 
Local Plan 2026 emanating from the February 2015 report by the Inspector arising from the 
Public Examination in April/May 2014.  A copy of relevant extract from the Inspector’s Report 
is attached herewith at Appendix E for reference.  (It is assumed that a full copy of the 
Inspector’s Report is available to the Inspector).  It is clear from the Inspector’s Report, dated 
5th February 2015, that the Inspector called for an early review “… by 2016 at the latest…”.  In 
the main body of his report he stated as follows: 

 
 “The main modifications can be summarised as follows: 

• Introduce a clear commitment to an early review of the Plan (policy SD2 and 
supporting text), to provide an objective assessment of need and a basis for 
housing and employment land provision and infrastructure provision over 
the period to 2031; and 

• MM04 SD2 35 Amend Part d), add new third bullet point to policy:  
▪ The strategy shall be reviewed by 2016 at the latest, to 

assess future levels of need for new homes and employment 
land over the period to 2031, and provide an appropriate 
basis for employment land and infrastructure provision.”   

 
2.10 These recommendations emanating from the Inspector’s Report are a direct response to the 

representations submitted by SCC to the Public Examination and elaborated upon during the 
proceedings themselves.  SCC also requested that such review should be done jointly with 
Wiltshire Council and have maintained that view since as set out on the representations 
submitted to both authorities in the intervening period. 
 

2.11  Notwithstanding the views of SCC, the Review of the Swindon Borough Local Plan 2026 is 
already 5 years behind the recommended review date with no conclusion even in sight at the 
present time.  Joint working with Wiltshire has been sporadic and can no longer really be 
classified as joint, as both authorities are producing completely separate Local Plans for their 
respective administrative areas.  It is the view of SCC that this has hindered a proper and 
comprehensive assessment of (both housing and) employment needs in Swindon and has 
become a major factor underpinning Swindon Borough Council’s choice of locational strategy 
(within the Borough confines) and also a factor affecting identification and delivery of 
appropriate employment land that fulfils potential user/market requirements.   
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4. Current Local Plan Review 
 
2.12  Swindon Borough Council submitted a Regulation 18 consultation in respect of their current 

Local Plan Review in the autumn of 2019 and SCC responded to this.  A full copy of the 
representation is attached as Appendix F.  This was followed in December 2019/January 2020 
by a further Regulation 19 consultation to which SCC also responded.  A copy of those 
representations are attached at Appendix G.  It will be clear from those representations that 
SCC maintained its concerns about the lack of a long term vision for Swindon and that the Plan 
“… does not provide the ambition, opportunity and stretch targets your business community 
would like to see and as previously argued and presented to you.”  As stated above, this 
Review is well overdue as it should have been completed by 2016 and in spite of the fact that 
the Regulation 19 consultation was carried out over the Christmas/New Year period 
2019/2020, the Plan has yet to be submitted to the Secretary of State and subjected to Public 
Examination. 
 

2.13 One of the main reasons why an early review of the Local Plan was called for by the Inspector 
was to “…provide an objective assessment of need and a basis for (housing and) employment 
land and infrastructure provision.”  Whilst the most recent version of the Local Plan relies 
almost exclusively on the impending availability of the Honda site we now know that this will 
be almost exclusively for logistics use.  In any event, the site was already used for employment 
purposes.  It seems that there will still be a gap in the market that is not addressed for specific 
employer needs. 

 
5. Honda Plant Closure (July 2021) 

 
2.14 When the closure of the Honda Manufacturing Plant at South Marston Airfield was announced 

in 2019 it heralded the prospect of a significant loss of jobs in the Swindon area and, 
significantly, potentially much greater job losses in the associated supply chain across the 
wider area.  That closure is scheduled for July this year and it has recently been announced 
that Panattoni have acquired the site and will be developing it for employment purposes.  It is 
understood that this will be primarily for logistics focussed development.  SCC was represented 
on the Honda Task Force Group and has participated in trying to minimise the impact of the 
plant closure and is pleased that the site has been secured for future employment use.  That 
being said, there will inevitably be a relatively long lead time bringing this site forward 
following the subsequent purchase of the site by Panettoni.  Based on the appellant company’s 
assessment, it seems unlikely that this site would have provided a potential alternative to the 
appeal proposals. 

 
2.15 SCC is also of the view that the potential job losses caused by the Honda closure must remain 

an important consideration when assessing future proposals that are likely to both retain 
existing jobs within Swindon and create additional employment.  Wasdell’s are a significant 
local employer and if their needs cannot be accommodated in Swindon there is a real threat 
that they will move out of the area with further significant job losses in terms of existing 
employees, not to mention the loss of future new jobs. 

 
6. Local Policy Priorities 2021 

 
2.16 Over recent years SCC has produced a short statement annually to highlight the Local Policy 

Priorities.  These have in many ways been a short precis of the objectives of SCC that underpin 
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the more detailed submissions made in the Local Plan representations.  Over recent years the 
Local Policy Priorities Statement for Swindon has called for a more strategic approach to both 
economic and spatial planning and for the issues concerning employment land to be 
addressed.  This has included references to marking provision for knowledge-driven and 
innovation led science park development in Swindon. 

 
2.17 SCC is of the view that the Council have failed to specifically provide for this through the Review 

of the Local Plan for Swindon Borough and therefore supports the specific proposal brought 
forward by way of the planning application that has led to this appeal which is consistent with 
our current Local Policy Priorities.  See Local Policy Priorities 2021 attached at Appendix H. 

 
7. Appellant’s Assessment of Alternative Sites 

 
2.18 SCC has considered the documentation submitted in support of this appeal and acknowledges 

the evidence in particular of Mr Gregory concerning the suitability of alternative sites.  It would 
not be appropriate for SCC to express any views in respect of specific sites that have been 
considered as an alternative location.  The evidence in this regard rests with the principal 
parties.  However, this situation arises in the first place as a result of an obvious and suitable 
location being identified through the Development Plan process as discussed in the points 
above. 

 
8. Cumulative Impact of the Above 7 Points 

 
2.19 SCC is of the view that it is the cumulative impact of the above issues that has led to the current 

situation.  It is quite clear that the current Swindon Borough Local Plan 2026 is, in our informed 
opinion,  now out of date and, in any event, it should have been reviewed by 2016 at the latest.  
That Review, although underway, is still some long way off being concluded and having started 
in the direction of a Joint Spatial Strategy, seems now to be headed in the direction of 
individual Local Plan Reviews for both Swindon Borough and that part of the Swindon built up 
area that lies within the administrative area of Wiltshire Council.  SCC conclude that this has 
been a significant factor in the lack of a long term strategic vision for Swindon, embracing both 
economic and spatial strategy, to address the identified needs, amongst others, of 
employment land supply with accompanying infrastructure, leading in turn to the inevitable 
outcome that an individual firm with specific requirements needs to resort to a site specific 
proposal by way of a formal planning application.   
 

2.20 As it happens, this also provides an opportunity for a Science Park, something still not featuring 
in the latest version of the Local Plan Review. 

 

3.0 Conclusion 
 
3.1 It is for the above reasons that SCC has taken the very unusual line of supporting a specific 

planning application/appeal and respectfully requests that the Inspector, on behalf of the 
Secretary of State, ALLOWS the appeal. 


