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1. Introduction
The Wilts & Berks Canal Trust (WBCT) welcomes the opportunity to respond to the Wiltshire Local Plan Scoping Consultation. This response focuses on the matters most directly relevant to the restoration of the Wilts & Berks Canal and the role that the canal can play in supporting sustainable growth, infrastructure delivery and place-making across Wiltshire.
The Trust considers that the new Local Plan provides an important opportunity to move from general support for canal restoration towards a clearer, plan-led framework for safeguarding the route, keeping restoration physically deliverable, integrating the canal with growth and infrastructure planning, and securing proportionate delivery or contributions where justified.
This response should be read alongside the following supporting documents, which are submitted with it:
· Suggested Framework for Local Plan Policies Supporting the Restoration of the Wilts & Berks Canal - Draft Policy Framework, September 2026 (the Policy Framework); and
· Proposed Local Plan Policy and Developer Contribution Framework, 28 September 2026, Rev 5 (the Developer Contribution Framework).
The Policy Framework sets out the Trust's proposed policy structure and draft policy components. The Developer Contribution Framework provides the more detailed planning rationale, evidence and methodology relating to developer contributions. This response does not repeat those documents in full, but refers to them where relevant.
2. Question 1 - Key challenges, priorities and opportunities for Wiltshire
What are the key local challenges, priorities and opportunities relevant for the future development of Wiltshire?
From the Trust's perspective, a key challenge is ensuring that future growth does not sterilise or materially prejudice the restoration of the Wilts & Berks Canal. Safeguarding the historic or proposed line on a plan is not sufficient on its own if development fixes land levels, bridge or structural clearances, drainage, utilities or access arrangements in a way that makes future restoration impracticable.
The corresponding opportunity is to recognise the canal as strategic green and blue infrastructure capable of supporting a range of Local Plan objectives. As set out in the Policy Framework, restoration can contribute to:
· walking, wheeling and cycling connectivity and wider active-travel networks;
· biodiversity enhancement, ecological connectivity and nature recovery;
· recreation, access to open space, health and wellbeing;
· heritage conservation and interpretation;
· tourism, visitor activity and local economic benefits;
· landscape enhancement, climate resilience, water-resource management and flood-management opportunities; and
· placemaking, regeneration and connections between communities.
The Trust therefore considers that canal restoration should be treated as a cross-cutting infrastructure opportunity rather than solely as a heritage project. The new Local Plan should recognise both the need to protect future delivery and the potential for planned growth to help deliver canal-related infrastructure where there is a clear relationship with development.
Further detail is provided in Sections 2 to 4 of the Policy Framework and Sections 2 and 3 of the Developer Contribution Framework.
3. Question 2 - Shaping the spatial strategy
How do you think we should meet development needs and where we should focus growth?
The Trust is not seeking to promote or resist particular locations for growth through this scoping response. Its principal request is that the canal restoration route is treated as an infrastructure consideration when the spatial strategy and site allocations are prepared.
Where proposed growth adjoins, crosses or otherwise affects the canal, the spatial strategy should ensure that development:
· does not sever, sterilise or otherwise prejudice the restoration route;
· safeguards the land and engineering requirements necessary to keep restoration physically deliverable;
· takes opportunities to integrate towpaths, walking and cycling links, green and blue infrastructure, biodiversity and public access;
· addresses canal-related infrastructure requirements through site-specific allocation policy where appropriate; and
· provides direct delivery, land or proportionate contributions where justified by the circumstances of the development.
The safeguarded canal corridor should be clearly identified through the Policies Map and supporting GIS evidence. The Trust is separately submitting its best available mapped land requirements through the Call for Sites process, supported by a GIS shapefile. The Trust would also welcome working with the Council to update the canal centreline used for Local Plan mapping as route design and evidence are refined. The Policy Framework explains the proposed approach to safeguarding, including the need to distinguish the mapped restoration corridor from wider areas used for assessment of potential infrastructure relationships.
This approach would allow the canal to be considered at the same stage as other infrastructure and environmental matters when growth locations are assessed, rather than being addressed only after development proposals have become fixed.
4. Question 3 - Informing locally specific policies
What do you think locally specific policies could and should cover in the Wiltshire Local Plan?
The Trust considers that locally specific canal policies are required because national policy does not provide a route-specific mechanism for safeguarding the Wilts & Berks Canal or for addressing the practical delivery requirements associated with its restoration in Wiltshire.
The Policy Framework therefore proposes a linked set of policy components covering:
· strategic recognition of the canal as green and blue infrastructure;
· safeguarding of the historic and proposed canal corridor and the land, levels, structural clearances, drainage, utilities, water-storage/reservoir infrastructure and access needed for future restoration;
· support for restoration and rewatering;
· integration of development with the canal, including active travel, public access, biodiversity, landscape, drainage and waterside placemaking;
· protection and enhancement of canal heritage;
· towpath design, accessibility, safety and user experience;
· a policy basis for proportionate developer contributions or direct delivery where justified; and
· site-specific requirements for major allocations or opportunity areas that affect key restoration projects.
The Trust's suggested policy components are set out in Appendices A and B of the Policy Framework. The precise way in which these are consolidated within the Local Plan is a matter for the Council, but the Trust considers that the above functions should be clearly covered.
In relation to developer contributions, the Trust does not propose an automatic canal tariff. The Developer Contribution Framework proposes an indicative 2 km assessment area as a screening and evidence tool, supported by recognised UK green-infrastructure accessibility evidence, while making clear that any individual obligation must be justified by the development's relationship with identified infrastructure and satisfy the statutory tests for planning obligations.
5. Question 4 - Evidence requirements
What evidence do you think is needed to inform the Plan? Do you have thoughts on how it should be prepared?
The Trust considers that the evidence base should be proportionate and should focus on the information necessary to safeguard the route, identify delivery requirements and support any future infrastructure or developer-contribution policies.
Relevant evidence should include:
· best-available GIS mapping of the canal restoration route, including confirmed alternative alignments and associated infrastructure land where known, with the historic/original route and indicative corridors used where future alignments or detailed land requirements have not yet been determined;
· evidence of key engineering and physical-deliverability requirements, including levels, crossings, bridges and structural clearances, drainage, utilities and access;
· water-resource evidence, including the need for and indicative location of reservoirs, storage areas, feeder systems and pumping infrastructure as technical studies progress;
· the relationship of the canal to green and blue infrastructure, active-travel networks, biodiversity and nature-recovery priorities, heritage assets and landscape character;
· a schedule of priority canal projects, infrastructure requirements, indicative costs, phasing, delivery responsibilities and potential funding sources for the Infrastructure Delivery Plan;
· evidence relating to development demand, accessibility and connectivity where canal-related developer contributions may be sought; and
· appropriate viability and proportionality evidence where contribution policies are developed.
The Trust recognises that the canal restoration programme extends well beyond the Local Plan period and that precise route and land requirements cannot yet be defined throughout. The Call for Sites mapping and accompanying GIS shapefile therefore represent the best available evidence at this stage. Where detailed design is unavailable, the mapping generally uses an indicative 30 metre corridor as an estimate of permanent land requirement, or retains the historic/original route where a future alternative has not yet been confirmed. The mapping is intended to be refined progressively as design, landowner engagement and technical work advance. This should be distinguished from the wider 100 metre either-side interim safeguarding and assessment area proposed in the Policy Framework, which is not intended to define the eventual land take but to ensure that development proposals are considered against restoration requirements while the route and supporting evidence are refined.
The separate Developer Contribution Framework sets out the evidence-led basis for the indicative 2 km assessment area, including relevant UK green-infrastructure accessibility evidence. It is expressly proposed as a screening and assessment tool, not as an automatic contribution boundary.
The Trust would welcome continued joint working with the Council on GIS mapping, including future refinement of the canal centreline and mapped land requirements, project schedules and the evidence needed to translate the policy framework into an implementable Infrastructure Delivery Plan. Where possible, existing Council and Trust evidence should be used and updated rather than duplicated.
6. Question 5 - What the Wiltshire Local Plan should contain
Do you have any further thoughts on what the Wiltshire Local Plan should contain?
In addition to the policy matters addressed above, the Trust asks that canal restoration is embedded in the delivery framework for the Plan.
In particular, the Local Plan should:
· identify the canal restoration programme as strategic green and blue infrastructure;
· show the safeguarded restoration route on the Policies Map;
· include relevant canal projects and infrastructure requirements within the Infrastructure Delivery Plan;
· recognise, where appropriate, the Melksham Link, Pewsham Waterside and Royal Wootton Bassett-Swindon Connection as priority projects, while safeguarding the North Wilts Canal route;
· use site-specific allocation policies where development can directly affect or assist delivery of canal infrastructure; and
· coordinate planning obligations, CIL where applicable, direct infrastructure delivery, Council investment programmes and external/partnership funding rather than relying on any single funding source.
The recent Wiltshire Council Canal Liaison discussion reinforced the importance of linking canal restoration not only to planning policy but also to infrastructure and investment planning. The Trust would therefore welcome dialogue with the Council on how relevant canal projects can be reflected in the Infrastructure Delivery Plan, Wiltshire Council's Asset Management Strategy 2025-2035 and wider capital/infrastructure investment processes, alongside consideration of CIL and other funding sources where applicable.
The detailed policy and delivery proposals are contained in the accompanying Policy Framework and Developer Contribution Framework.
7. Question 6 - How should we engage?
Please provide your thoughts on how we should engage with you in the preparation of the Wiltshire Local Plan.
The Trust welcomes the increasingly constructive engagement with Wiltshire Council and would like to continue direct liaison throughout preparation of the Local Plan.
Given that canal restoration cuts across planning policy, development management, highways and active travel, green and blue infrastructure, ecology, heritage, drainage, GIS and infrastructure funding, the Trust considers that targeted officer engagement will be more effective than relying solely on formal consultation stages.
The Trust would particularly welcome:
· continued liaison meetings with relevant Council officers and members at key plan-making stages;
· early engagement on draft canal-related policy wording and site-allocation requirements;
· joint working on the GIS/mapped restoration corridor, including future refinement of the centreline and associated land requirements as evidence progresses;
· engagement with infrastructure/CIL and investment teams where canal projects may form part of the Plan's delivery framework; and
· continued early notification and engagement where major development proposals could affect the safeguarded route or key canal infrastructure.
WBCT should therefore be treated as a relevant infrastructure and stakeholder body for future stages of Local Plan preparation, with direct notification of consultation and evidence-review opportunities.
8. Conclusion
The Trust considers that the new Wiltshire Local Plan provides an important opportunity to place long-standing support for restoration of the Wilts & Berks Canal on a clearer and more deliverable footing. The principal requests are for strategic recognition of the canal as green and blue infrastructure, mapped safeguarding that preserves physical deliverability, appropriate locally specific policy, inclusion of priority projects within infrastructure planning, and an evidence-led mechanism for securing delivery or contributions where justified. The Trust would welcome continued work with Wiltshire Council to refine the policy wording, GIS evidence, project schedules and delivery mechanisms as the Local Plan moves to its next stage.
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