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1. Why a Concept Statement?
Though release for development of the MoD site within Colerne Parish is not likely to occur 
until the second half of the Neighbourhood Plan period, it is important to take its potential 
development into account in this Plan because its scale and form influences much of the 
current Plan and will be at the centre of subsequent Plan reviews.

To ensure that disposal is congruent with the Neighbourhood Plan, and that the Plan 
acknowledges the potential community impact of future development of the site, the Steering 
Group decided to prepare a Concept Statement (CS) to ensure that the community’s views 
can contribute to masterplanning processes from the outset, and that there is an established 
basis for the community to contribute meaningfully to masterplanning when it gets underway.

2. Planning Background
The disposal of Wiltshire’s MoD sites is governed by the existing Wiltshire Core Policy 
CP37:

“The re-use of any significant redundant MoD sites will be determined through masterplans, 
developed with the local planning authority in conjunction with the local community, in 
order to ensure the holistic planning of a site or sites in a locality, rather than piecemeal 
development. Significant sites are those that would be classed as major development. The 
preparation of the masterplan should normally occur in advance of site disposal by the MoD. 
Due to the rural nature of many MoD sites consideration should also be given to the location 
of sites in terms of: 

•	accessibility	(and)	the	suitability	for	conversion	and	retention	of	existing	buildings;

•	infrastructure	capacity	including	impacts	on	transportation	routes;

•	retaining	areas	of	biodiversity,	appropriate	green	space	and	landscaping	measures;

•	consolidation	of	the	buildings	on	a	site	and	reversion	of	land	to	open	countryside.”

Additionally relevant are Core Policy 50 – Biodiversity and Geodiversity; Core Policy 51 - 
Landscape issues; Core Policy 52 – Green Infrastructure.

The Corsham Community Area Strategy (page 104, 5.60) states – 

“In	accordance	with	Core	Policy	37	(Military	Establishments).	All	major	development	sites	
coming forward in the wider Corsham area must clearly demonstrate that the proposal will 
be	well	integrated	into	the	existing	settlements	and	enhance	the	character	of	the	area.	A	
masterplan should be prepared for each site in conjunction with the Community Plan and 
associated	guidance.”

The Cotswolds National Landscape (CNL - formerly AONB) housing and 
development policies specifically state that – 

“Developments of disused airfields should have a development brief, brief or masterplan 
incorporating	and	based	on	a	full	contextual	appraisal,	minimise	impact	on	open	character	
of	the	High	Wold	dip	slope,	promote	the	use	of	existing	buildings	for	commercial	use	
consistent with [the CNL], and not include ill-considered siting of or major new buildings. In 
some	circumstances	the	replacement	of	existing	buildings	with	better	designed	new	buildings	
may	be	appropriate.”

Against the background of the Policies described above, and those in this Neighbourhood 
Plan, notably PAP1 on community engagement, it is essential that the community, via the 
Parish Council, is engaged at all stages in development of proposals, before and during 
masterplan preparation and in relation to subsequent applications.  

https://www.wiltshire.gov.uk/media/372/Wiltshire-Core-Strategy-adopted-2015/pdf/Wcs.pdf?m=637099399373530000
https://www.wiltshire.gov.uk/media/372/Wiltshire-Core-Strategy-adopted-2015/pdf/Wcs.pdf?m=637099399373530000
https://www.wiltshire.gov.uk/media/372/Wiltshire-Core-Strategy-adopted-2015/pdf/Wcs.pdf?m=637099399373530000
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3. The Site 

For the purpose of considering possible future development it is useful to envisage the site in 
two parts; Colerne Airfield itself which is operationally separate from the remainder of the 
site and Azimghur Barracks, home of the 21st Signals Regiment. (Between the two lies the 
Satellite Ground Station (marked SGS on map) which is not scheduled for development.)

Colerne Airfield (134ha) consists of three runways and access taxiways, one large 
(4,000m2) World War II hangar, control tower and a small, brick fire station. 

Although identified for disposal by 2025, a review by the MoD currently underway may lead 
to the Airfield remaining in MoD ownership. Because there is little scope for development of 
any kind to the south of the Satellite Ground Station due to its safeguarding requirement, and 
because reversion to agricultural use seems economically unlikely, the presumed value in the 
airfield site may lie in its continued use as an airfield and/or (if distribution difficulties can be 
overcome) solar power generation. 

The Community Survey referred to in the Neighbourhood Plan provided positive support in 
principle for all three of the outcomes mentioned above.

The survey noted that plans for continuation as an airfield should be subject to detailed 
consultation with the Parish Council so that factors such as frequency of movement, noise, 
size of aircraft, etc. could be kept within acceptable bounds.   Retention as an airfield could 
be delivered through a private initiative, some kind of public/private partnership or, as is 
currently the case, as a military installation.  

The future of the airfield per se is a developing situation and this Concept Statement will 
need to be reviewed as further decisions emerge. For now, however, the assumption is that 
the airfield will remain and will continue to operate as an airfield. It will, therefore, continue 
to need air-traffic safeguarding and this may affect the type and location of development in 
parts of the Azimghur Barracks (AzB) site.  

Azimghur Barracks (AzB) (118ha) consists of a large number of mostly World War 
II brick built and generally unmodernised buildings in a low density randomly distributed 
pattern. Around half the stock is allocated to military single-person accommodation and mess 
facilities, the remainder being mostly technical and office space. The Barracks site includes 
some sports and recreation facilities shared with the local, non-military community. There are 
also a further five World War II hangars on the Barracks site. 

The site is not without its significant green spaces, which include some mature trees and 
attractive semi-parkland areas - features which may influence development design.

Roads across the AzB site are a mixture of narrow roads with just enough space for 2 cars to 
pass and former aircraft manoeuvring surfaces which are expansive and mostly unbounded. 

A limited number have footpaths, and lighting is restricted to a few areas and is of a poor 
standard. The layout of the roads is functional and adequate for the current military use but is 
unlikely to be adequate or applicable to most potential changes of use.

Some of the infrastructure constraints which apply to Colerne parish as a whole are relevant 
to ideas about re-development of the AzB Site. Any significant increase in the number of 
houses or businesses above current levels will likely require major upgrades in sewage waste 
disposal, water, gas and electrical supplies, unless self-sustaining. The MoD site is situated 
at the end of distribution networks and is known to be close to overstressing infrastructure 
capacity in a number of areas.
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The AzB site has a newly installed gas fired centralised heating system with recently 
upgraded underground pipework. This provides domestic hot water and hot water heating 
to almost all the buildings in regular use including office areas in the hangars. This may be 
expanded and adapted to suit potential future use [SE1].

The Satellite Ground Station (SGS) consists of 4.4ha and is a fenced enclave located 
in the centre of the MoD site. It is not earmarked for disposal.  It has boundaries with the 
airfield and with AzB. Access to the site is through AzB along the camp roads from the 
Main Gate on Doncombe Lane and it is presumed this access will be secured in any future 
arrangements. The site itself will need safeguarding for the foreseeable future and may well 
require revised security arrangements.

Finally, the housing along Doncombe Lane to the north and east of Azimghur Barracks 
should be noted.  This was mostly built by the MoD. Part is now in private hands, and the 
remainder, while still MoD freehold, is long-leased by Annington Homes and leased back as 
Service Families Accommodation to the MoD.

There will almost certainly be ground contaminants across much of the whole MoD site, 
particularly in the vicinity of the hangars and workshop areas as well as the post-war aircraft 
burial sites. Contamination assessments will be required, which should also address issues 
of potential groundwater contamination and protection in line with Environment Agency 
guidance. Parts of the site are designated by Wiltshire Wildlife Trust and Wiltshire Council 
as a County Wildlife Area.

4. History/Legacy
The MoD site at Colerne dates back to World War II when in 1939 it was developed out of 
a number of adjacent farms as a fighter airfield for defence of the south-western approaches. 
Located on the southern edge of the Cotswolds, RAF Colerne, as it was then known, required 
considerable levelling and groundworks. The centre of the airfield is particularly exposed 
and is the highest point for some distance around, at 600ft above sea level, with most 
buildings nestling in undulating ground to the north and east of the runways.

It is bordered to the northwest by a Roman road (the Fosse Way), to the south by the C151 
and to the east by an occasionally single-track road, Doncombe Lane. The village by-pass 
section of the C151 was constructed during the 1960s to the south of the old Chippenham-
Bath road, and parts of the airfield which lay between the line of the old road and the C151 
have since been sold by the MoD. The old road now provides a rear access to the airfield 
control tower and to former MoD hangars and associated land now in private ownership.

The RAF continued to operate from RAF Colerne until 1976 and although flying continued 
thereafter in the form of gliding and parachuting, the site was used for the most part by 
the Army for the training of Junior Leaders. In 1993 the RAF returned to fly at what then 
became Colerne Airfield, and Number 21 Signals Regiment took up residence in the old RAF 

buildings and surrounding grounds which were renamed Azimghur Barracks. The Satellite 
Ground Station was constructed later in the decade as part of the military Skynet system. 

Much of Colerne parish’s history since the 1930s has been influenced by the existence of 
the MoD site and the interaction between military personnel and villagers. There is a strong 
bond which began with the RAF and continues to this day with the Signals Regiment. For 
many in the parish, military and civilian life are entwined and seen as mutually beneficial. 

The Community Survey found that, by a slight margin, the highest percentage favoured 
reversion of the airfield to agriculture, but because of the poor quality of the land now 
and the likely high restoration costs, this is regarded as unlikely to be economically viable.  
Retention of the airfield for aviation use was seen by 44% of responders as supportable, 
closely followed by use for solar power generation. Both uses together  would also  be 
possible.

This Plan adopts the assumption that the airfield will not be subject to built development but 
may be retained for light aviation (which may be the optimum solution for the MoD) or if 
feasible for solar power generation. In the Community Survey, 82% felt that, in any future 
usage of the airfield, a place should be found to celebrate the military connection through 
some form of heritage centre. There are a number of World War II artefacts around the 
airfield which would support this, such as revetments and bomb and ammunition loading 
bays.

In terms of heritage, there are no listed buildings on any part of the site. There are around 
30 monuments (largely a collection of identical air-raid shelters) noted in the Historic 
Environment Record (including some bunkers and pillboxes) and 2 events. Clearly, the most 
significant monument, currently buried following an excavation in 1854, is the site of a 
Roman Villa adjacent to the Satellite Ground Station. This will need careful attention if any 
developments are planned nearby.

5. Site Access
Road access to the parish is highly constrained as described elsewhere in this Plan. (See 
Desktop Study of Road Access to North Colerne by Wiltshire Council, December 
2019, of road capacities in the vicinity of AzB.)

The access to AzB is primarily through the Main Gate on Doncombe Lane with HGVs having 
to approach the site from the C151 via Bannerdown Hill (from Batheaston). Even this route 
is single track with passing places at a number of locations and there is little scope for 
significant improvement. At the eastern end of the C151 at Ford there is a weight-restricted 
bridge and a restricted single lane exit between listed buildings onto the A420. All other 
routes north and south of the MoD site cross steep-sided valleys and are mostly single track 
with passing places and a 7.5T limit. Occasional HGV access to parts of the site can be 
obtained via a gate off the Fosse Way in the northwest corner of the airfield.

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1DSB_xfqr0_s4x3Lc9bBZKA6S7bW_rtfm/view
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Little information is available on overall road capacity approaching Colerne, although an 
earlier application for 130 houses on the “Three Hangar” site abutting the southeast corner 
of the airfield was recommended for refusal by Highways officers because of road capacity 
concerns. Wiltshire Highways commissioned a school safety road assessment which also 
raised concerns about road capacity and traffic issues. 

6. Timing of Development
The Secretary of State for Defence announced in 2019 that the airfield would be disposed 
of by 2025 and the AzB site by 2031. There have been no announcements about the future 
of the SGS and it is presumed that it will remain, and will continue to need HGV access and 
safeguarding for the foreseeable future. It is difficult to take the announced disposal dates 
with any degree of certainty as the MoD’s plans are still subject to change.  MoD investment 
into the AzB site is currently little more than essential maintenance and therefore disposal by 
the announced date of 2031 would still be a reasonable planning assumption and that is 
used as the basis of this CS. 

Of the off-site former Service Families Accommodation (married quarters) to the north 
and east of the barracks, the majority (some 215 homes) are now owned by Annington 
Homes and leased back to the military. The remainder, at Pinewood (92 homes) and part 
of Southwood (71 homes) are privately owned. The future of this arrangement is to a large 
extent independent of the future of the MoD Colerne site as most of the residents work on 
other MoD units. In developing this CS it is assumed this arrangement will continue.

7. Community Vision for the AzB site
The MoD site consists of an area of attractive landscape and a considerable expanse of 
brownfield land. Development potential might range from a major housing site at one end 
of the spectrum to a return to agriculture at the other. The former would be inappropriate 
in view of the severe local transport constraints, its rural setting in the CNL, and the strong 
preference of the people of Colerne to preserve the rural community in which they live. The 
latter is unlikely because of the probability of pre-existing land pollution and the uneconomic 
costs of restoring it to its former use. 

The Community Survey made clear that built re-development of the large open spaces of 
the MoD sites (AzB) was not the preferred option compared with its use as a natural space, 
for agriculture, or for parkland or recreational activity. This Plan recognises that such an 
approach may not be preferred by the present or future site owner(s). 

The Neighbourhood Plan Steering Group’s ‘Vision’ workshop (March 2019) 
acknowledged that built-development would be probable but that it must be envisaged at a 
level and rate that is sustainable, does not outstrip the capacity of site and local infrastructure 
and utilities, and does not lead to diminished quality of life for those living in and around the 
parish [BE1].  

It is a community aspiration that any new developments should be small. This may seem hard 
to reconcile with the sheer size of AzB.  Yet there are development principles that could link 
value-delivery for the site owner with community aspirations.   For example, the principles 
found in the Town and Country Planning Association’s publication ‘Understanding Garden 
Villages: An Introductory Guide’, some or all of which may prove influential:

•	Land	value	capture	for	the	benefit	of	the	community.

•	Strong	vision,	leadership	and	community	engagement.

•	Community	ownership	of	land	and	long-term	stewardship	of	assets.	

•	Mixed-tenure	homes	and	inclusion	of	housing	types	[BE3]	including	affordable.	

•	A	range	of	local	jobs	[EB1]	within	easy	commuting	distance.

•	Imaginatively	designed	homes	with	gardens,	combining	the	best	of	town	and	country	to	
create healthy communities and including opportunities to grow food [BE1]. 

•	Enhancing	the	natural	environment	[NE1-4],	providing	a	comprehensive	green	
infrastructure network and net biodiversity gains, and using zero-carbon and energy-
positive technology to ensure climate-emergency resilience [SE1-3]. 

•	Strong	cultural,	recreational	and	shopping	facilities	in	walkable,	sociable	
neighbourhoods. 

•	Integrated	and	accessible	transport	systems,	with	walking,	cycling	[CHWB3]	and	public	
transport designed to be the most attractive forms of local transport.

•	The	provision	of	“village	green”	and	“market	square”	type	open	spaces.

Turning these sorts of high-level ideas into practical strategies requires some “out-of-the-box” 
or “blue-sky” thinking to begin with.

Promoting “blue-sky” thinking
The SG’s Vision Workshop, based on the results of the Community Survey and Consultations, 
considered what criteria or principles might be envisioned for completed redevelopment 
of the MoD site 20 years hence. The remainder of the CS presents some of the ‘blue-sky’ 
thinking that the Workshop generated. 

These ideas are not meant as detailed proposals but to indicate the kind of forward-looking 
development principles that a successful Masterplan should embody, for only in this way will 
the MoD requirement to realise value be reconciled with the community objectives that run 
throughout the Neighbourhood Plan. Such reconciliation is however entirely feasible given a 
readiness to think “outside the box”.

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1NQnikaqjpDk0ea65pF7A77eccnXQtm7_/view
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As an initial step the SG Workshop offers some scenarios which could be particularly 
relevant to the site’s history and to the challenges of today’s climate emergency, and would 
demonstrate imaginative options. As illustrations, these could include one or more of the 
following:

•		The	planting	of	significant	areas	of	trees,	shrubs,	grassland,	hedgerows,	and	verges	to	
help mitigate the climate crisis and contribute to a ‘net gain’ in green credentials [or 
‘features’] as determined in the 2019 Environment Bill.

•		A	military	rehabilitation	centre	(possibly	for	PTSD	sufferers	or	war	casualty	victims)	in	a	
parkland setting, with some adjacent housing for staff.

•		An	area	set	aside	for	a	green	burial	ground.

•		A	wildlife	park,	wildflower	area,	a	nature	trail	and	a	lake	to	encourage	bio-diversity,	
with walking and cycle routes for the people of the Parish.

•		The	provision	of	a	heritage	and	education	centre	open	to	the	public	and	charting	the	
history of Colerne airfield.

•		Celebration	and	interpretation	of	the	site	of	the	Roman	Villa.

•		Laboratory	and	science	park	for	local	universities.

•		Solar	energy/PV	farm	(see	SE1	and	the	Report by the Renewable Energy Sub-
Group).

•		Design	and	test	facilities	for	new	forms	of	sustainable	land	and	air	transportation.

•		Use	of	some	of	the	existing	accommodation	and	messing	facilities	for	youth	training	and	
outward-bound type programmes. Including potential lease-back to HM Forces.

None of these ideas is inherently infeasible and they demonstrate the wide range of functions 
and uses which could have collective viability in such a site.

A scenario to form an integrated North Colerne
The Workshop noted that development at the AzB site could include attention to a long-
standing community problem, namely the physical separation between the separate parts of 
North Colerne. North Colerne consists of some 400 dwellings, almost the same as Colerne 
Village, and has some local facilities, albeit located within AzB. These are principally 
available for MoD employees and will be withdrawn as AzB closes down.

North Colerne is located across four distinct settlement areas forming a strip along the 
eastern side of the site, from north to south: Pinewood, Northwood, Southwood and 
Redwood. Only Redwood is currently within the AzB site itself, the remainder being outside 
the perimeter. However, much of the connecting land is within the AzB site and all four areas 
must be considered together with the residual AzB areas if there is to be a coherent plan. An 

integrated planning approach to North Colerne could see these areas better connected and, 
by replicating facilities that will be lost as AzB draws down, North Colerne might eventually 
acquire Settlement status.

A North Colerne village centre could be designed into a “garden village” concept - mixed 
residential with green spaces; commercial, social, and community amenities (allotments, 
meeting spaces, play areas), as well as a wilderness space for wildlife/biodiversity. 

Such an approach is supported by the Community Survey which indicated that the 
integration of the North Colerne residential area would be acceptable if it accorded with 
infrastructure constraints, if mixed in character, and if employment led. An eventual  North 
Colerne Settlement Boundary could wrap in business use of the AzB site. 

Business development considerations
Businesses envisaged therein should be such as to not rely on heavy transport and to operate 
within current traffic levels and road infrastructure constraints [EB1].

Such businesses would support Wiltshire Council’s Local Plan Core Policy 37, which requires 
any Masterplan to prioritise employment-led options that will take advantage of the open 
spaces available across the MoD site.  At this stage, it would seem likely that such businesses 
should be small high-tech enterprises. A plentiful supply of solar PV generated electricity and 
associated storage, possibly through production and use of Hydrogen Cells could ensure that 
environmental impact is minimised. Indeed, all business envisaged should be carbon neutral 
[BE5] or provide for carbon offset.

Connectivity
New and improved cycleways and footpaths around the MoD site [CHWB3] can connect 
elements within the new settlement and join them into Colerne village and beyond, for use 
by parents with buggies, young children and disability transport. Such connections would 
facilitate the use of electric autonomous driving vehicles which ultimately will serve to 
connect all parts of the parish and onward to the public transport network at the bottom of 
Bannerdown Hill. Additional site access may be established towards the northern end of AzB 
off the Fosse Way.

Innovative Design
To help overcome infrastructure constraints, new building should be designed as largely 
“autonomous” and “regenerative” where possible [BE5], self-sustaining in energy 
requirements [SE1], probably assisted by an on-site solar PV installation, ground-source 
heat, and self-contained waste management. Housing should be delivered at a level which 
infrastructure can support through a mixture of high-value low-density dwellings, low-cost self-
build [BE3], and community-led housing schemes.  

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1vqYxDE2amyqmFl55LcD-kbe-KUwfAYq1/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1vqYxDE2amyqmFl55LcD-kbe-KUwfAYq1/view
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A range of built-development scenarios
Still springing from the “blue sky thinking” approach, scenarios for built-development of the 
AzB site could consider:

•	Light	industrial	aviation-related	activities	in	existing	hangars	with	taxiway	access	to	the	
airfield.

•	Hangars	can	be	reused	for	indoor	recreation	(e.g.	velo/equine/electric	karting/
swimming and gymnasium).

•	An	area	dedicated	to	renewable	energy	generation	–	solar	or	ground	source	–	to	service	
local needs and infrastructure including swimming pool etc.

•	Public	sports	fields	and	gymnasium.

•	Re-use	of	existing	hangars	for	commercial	use.	

•	Re-use	of	some	of	the	existing	buildings	with	adaptation	and	extension	where		
appropriate for light industrial/hi-tech use. 

•	If	the	airfield	continues	to	operate,	it	could	support	an	array	of	residential	“eco	hangar	
homes” at low density with aircraft “garages” and direct access to the runways. 

8. Conclusion
A “blue-sky thinking” approach reveals an important principle. It is possible to visualise 
redevelopment of such a large site in a rural area that can both satisfy community aspirations 
and unlock development value. This occurs at some midpoint between the two extreme 
‘caricature’ possibilities - reversion to country parkland or a 7,000 dwelling new town. The 
key is mixed development, with small and distinct sub-elements, with innovative design and 
construction both of buildings and landscape.

Imaginative scoping and design, working within a broad envelope of what is deemed 
possible could deliver outcomes that are satisfactory to both landowner and community.

The examples of “blue sky thinking” above are not community proposals: they are 
hypothetical and intended to commence discussion of how distinctive, community-acceptable, 
mixed-purpose, overall site development might be envisaged at a strategic level.  There are 
many relevant Policies in the Neighbourhood Plan that would support this kind of approach 
to major site re-development. 

There is ample scope for green spaces [NE3] and renewable energy generation and storage 
[SE1]. Some initial reactions to the development of the MoD site included the proposition that 
the airfield would make an ideal ‘solar farm’. We have referred elsewhere to the possible 
limitations to this particular proposal, but that would not preclude designing a range of 
smaller-scale and innovative renewable energy technologies into the longer-term plans for 
either or both of the “airfield” or the “AzB’” sub-sites.

If the right balance is achieved it should be possible to attract high technology businesses 
with low energy and low carbon footprint that can blend into the landscape and leverage 
the ongoing presence of the airfield if that becomes established. Dwellings should be energy 
neutral and self-contained in terms of waste management. Traffic levels will need to be kept 
broadly within current levels, but new interlinking roads and pathways could provide high 
levels of connectivity and pedestrian and cycle access [CHWB3] across and without the site. 

We recognise that specific elements of the Community Vision in Section 7 may be impractical 
or just too “blue sky” for economic purpose, but the objective here is not to set out specific 
development ideas. It is rather to indicate a frame of mind to be adopted in considering 
development. This objective springs from the Wiltshire Core Strategy CP 37 and the Corsham 
Community Area Plan statements about the involvement of the community in all stages of any 
redevelopment of MoD lands. As envisaged in the Neighbourhood Plan’s Pre-Application 
Community Involvement Protocol [PAP1], community involvement should be enabled at the 
earliest stage of concept development and not merely in response to proposals already under 
way.

Given the opportunities outlined here, the Colerne MoD site could be uniquely placed 
for a visionary development of a self-sufficient community; a mix of housing types, styles, 
economic profiles, and micro-environments; and a broad spectrum of work and leisure 
places. An abundance of land but poor infrastructure means that low-density self-sufficient 
dwellings [BE5] and businesses [EB1] are both necessary and feasible. It will, of course, be 
vital to get the economics right, but we know that the “simple answer” to that --  large scale 
homogenised development -- is neither supported by the community nor practical given the 
infrastructure constraints. 

There is here an opportunity to create an exciting, modern place to live and work, with a 
well-designed sense of “place”, where people have space to develop and facilities to enjoy.


