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16th December 2020 

Dear Ms Tregellas 

Somerset West & Taunton Council (SWT) Actions and Decisions: Canonsgrove Halls of Residence 

Trull Parish Council supports the objective of reducing homelessness and making proper provision for 

homeless people in SWT; however, we have raised, and continue to raise, objective issues with the 

current and potential ongoing use of Canonsgrove Halls of Residence for this purpose. 

We are contacting you as Monitoring Officer, having taken preliminary legal advice on the matter as, 

regrettably, we believe that the actions of SWT fail to comply with proper decision-making processes. 

This risks outcomes which are prejudicial to the interests of homeless people, providers of 

accommodation and support, and the local community. Specifically, we believe that: 

i. The Council is taking decisions which are not based on its policies. 

ii. Members and Officers of the Council have acted prejudicially in relation to the Options 

Appraisal of potential future provision for homeless people across the district, with a 

presumption / bias towards Canonsgrove. 

iii. The Council has misled local people and its partner organisations with regard to the 

operation of Canonsgrove and has failed to engage in a meaningful way with the 

community. 

iv. The current and potential future use of the site is in breach of planning regulations. 

v. The ‘hub’ model of provision for homeless people is not best practice, and the Council’s 

adoption of that model is unevidenced. 

vi. The Council has promoted and supported the use of Canonsgrove regardless of the 

conflicts with its own adopted and emerging policies, which is irrational and undermines 

those policies including the Development Plan. 

We have covered these points in more detail in the attached annex. We would ask for an urgent 

investigation into these and any other matters arising, as this complaint relates to matters that could 

influence the work being carried out and the subsequent recommendations of the Council’s options 

Appraisal that is due to be reported on later this month. 

Yours sincerely 

Laurence J Forgham 

Trull Parish Council Chairman 



ANNEX – DETAILS OF TRULL PARISH COUNCIL’S COMPLAINT 

Operating outside of Council policy 

The Council’s Corporate Strategy 2020-2024 sets out its Priority Strategic Themes and Outcomes, 

including that it will ‘Work to end homelessness and rough sleeping in the District’. 

The Parish Council supports that goal, which sits alongside the objective to ‘Reduce anti-social 

behaviour, through working with residents and our partners as well as tackle economic, social and 

health inequalities within the groups and communities that need extra support’. 

SWT Officers have taken papers to the Council’s Scrutiny and Executive Committees regarding an 

Options Appraisal of future single rough sleeper and homelessness accommodation in the SWT area. 

Referring to the paper written by Simon Lewis, Assistant Director, Housing and Communities, 

presented to the Executive Committee on 18th November 2020, paragraph 1.4 states: 

‘The approach sets out an ambition which will adopt a new voluntary responsibility on the council to 
house a greater number of rough sleepers which previous assessment through homelessness 
legislation deemed that we did not hold a statutory duty to accommodate. This will approximately 
double the number of Single homeless which the council are seeking to accommodate directly or 
through partners. The ambition will also significantly increase the proportion of homeless single 
customers with complex or specific housing requirements. There are obvious financial challenges and 
additional risks that this ambition will bring to the council and its partners.’  
 

Notwithstanding the possible merits of this approach, we note that the Corporate Strategy does not 

extend to housing rough sleepers in excess of the requirements of the Council’s statutory duties. A 

number of things flow from this: 

i. Officers should not have been instructed to expend public funds on work which does not 

reflect adopted Council policy. Again, we do not comment on the merit of such work, but 

simply make the point that any Options Appraisal has to reflect the policies of the Council, 

as opposed to setting out a new ‘ambition’ which is ‘voluntary’ and brings ‘financial 

challenges and additional risks’. The Options Appraisal is premature and presumptive as 

to the direction of Council policy that does not presently exist and may never exist. 

 

ii. The Council’s Corporate Strategy covers the period up to 2024, whereas Officers are 

examining options which will tie this and future Councils to long-term provision in set 

locations. 

 

iii. Officers have expended time and money to establish a ‘vision’ (report paragraph 4.8) for 

future requirements, working with partner organisations. It is for the Members of the 

Council to establish that vision and the policies that may arise as a consequence, rather 

than for Officers to drive this forward without a policy mandate. 

  



Prejudicial actions leading to a bias towards Canonsgrove 

Officer Reports 

The previously-mentioned report from Simon Lewis (SWT) to the Executive Committee is heavily 

focussed on the ongoing use of Canonsgrove Halls of Residence. The report takes little account of the 

preceding instruction of SWT Scrutiny Committee Members that any Options Appraisal should be 

wide-ranging, open and unbiased. The following quote from the Executive report flies in the face of 

that direct instruction from Councillors: 

‘4.14 A limited budget of 10k is required to support the initial options appraisal study primarily to 
assess the current accommodation at Canonsgrove. It is proposed that this be funded from the 
Homelessness Prevention Reserve and appointment will be carried out in accordance with the Council’s 
normal procurement procedures.‘ 
 

Likewise, at 4.15 of his report, Mr Lewis sets out an estimated cost relating to the redevelopment of 

Canonsgrove to accommodate the Council’s requirements. How and why has such a costing been 

provided unless Officers have undertaken pre-emptive assessment work on the basis that 

Canonsgrove will be taken forward as a preferred site? 

Turning to 4.16 of the report: 

i. The Council’s original letter to local residents, dated 31st March 2020, made it clear that 

Canonsgrove was to be used in order to enable self-isolation and social-distancing during 

the pandemic. The statement that further extensions of the current lease will be needed 

for ‘a transition period’ is again premature and presumptive – Council Officers have no 

mandate to extend the use of Canonsgrove beyond the pandemic without Member 

approval of a wider policy addressing the overall level of homelessness provision across 

the district. 

 

iv. Setting aside its prematurity, given the significance of the Options Appraisal, that 

important review cannot be properly carried out in one month. Likewise, any presentation 

of investment options in February 2021 (as proposed) would require Officers to make 

early assumptions as to which location(s) were preferred – this is again premature and 

risks abortive Officer time and cost, as well as incorrect decision making. 

It is unclear how any preferred option can be presented in December (as proposed by Officers), given 

that paragraph (vi) of the Officer report indicates that the ‘complex’ integrated commissioning 

approach will not be understood until January 2021. 

All of the above points were raised in Mr Lewis’ report to the Scrutiny Committee (4th November 2020). 

It is unacceptable that much the same report was subsequently taken to the Executive Committee, 

contrary to the Scrutiny Committee’s direct instructions.  

  



Member Communications 

The Leader of the Council, Cllr Smith-Roberts, published an article in the Municipal Journal (‘the MJ’) 

on 9th June 2020, in which she stated that: 

• Canonsgrove is an ‘empty student accommodation block’ – which it is not, given that the site 

also accommodates NHS students. 

• ‘The Police reported a drop in call-outs to deal with repeated anti-social behaviour…the wider 

economic and social savings were also substantial’ – this was, sadly, a premature conclusion 

based on behaviour during the first lockdown, subsequent to which there has been an 

increase in anti-social behaviour to the extent that a Community Trigger was raised by the 

Police due to the community impact of activities onsite and in the local area. 

• ‘We communicated early and openly with the local community, including Parish Councils’  – 

this statement has largely been retracted by the Council, which subsequently accepted in 

correspondence that the community was ‘told’ more than it was ‘consulted’. 

Critically, having discussed Canonsgrove at length, the article concludes by saying that ‘we will do all 

we can to make this project part of our ‘new normal’’. 

This presumption towards ongoing use of Canonsgrove is further evidenced in the SWT News Release 

(25th September 2020) which quotes the Leader as saying that Government funding would enable the 

Council to ‘engage with the community of Trull as we move forward’. 

In contrast, at the Scrutiny Committee meeting on 4th November 2020, the Leader stated, in relation 

to suggestions that she had said that Canonsgrove could be a permanent option for homeless 

accommodation: 

‘I cannot recall having said that, it may have been inferred or someone may have misconstrued’ 

It is hard to understand how the Leader of the Council can state to the Scrutiny Committee and 

observing public that there was a question of inference or misunderstanding in the face of the above. 

Regrettably, similar issues have arisen in relation to comments by Cllr Booth (Executive Member), 

including insensitive remarks on Facebook stating that the local community had not ‘suffered’ due to 

the recorded crime and anti-social behaviour arising due to Canonsgrove - comments which have 

subsequently been retracted to some degree, in the face of evidence regarding the issues which have 

troubled the local community.  

Another example of this is a lengthy article regarding Canonsgrove (4th June 2020) in the Somerset 

County Gazette, in which Cllr Booth is quoted as saying:  

“We’ve got to give the political will to this project, and we want to give the staff the resource and 

support they need to make this thrive…I came here for the first time at the end of May, and it was a 

sort of open-mouth moment. It’s so beautiful, the residents seem to be happy, and I just lose the words 

to describe it because it is so incredible…The residents want it, the staff want it, the partners all want 

it…Certainly, politically, at the council, we want it…Now it’s the case of making sure we get the funds…I 

can’t think of anyone who would be against what is going on here.” 

This quote is self-evidently related to Canonsgrove as a location and the proposal to drive the project 

forward is presumptive of political and community support. 

  



At the SWT Executive meeting, there were further concerning statements by some Members of the 

Council, including that the use of Canonsgrove should be supported into the future and a straight 

denial of some of the anti-social behaviour which has occurred – indeed, a denial of incidents which 

were actually observed and reported to YMCA by the Police.  

This suggests that some Councillors were either biased towards continued use of the site, in advance 

of the Options Appraisal, or their views were formed on the basis of incorrect information from 

Officers or the Canonsgrove partners. Either option is undemocratic and unacceptable. 

Misleading Information and Poor Communication 

The Council’s initial letter to residents, dated 31st March 2020, identifies the short-term nature of the 

use of Canonsgrove, in response to the Covid pandemic. The Council has never asked the community 

to support an ongoing or long-term use of the site. 

That letter stated: 

‘We would like to reassure local residents that every possible step is being taken to address important 

health and safety, security and operational matters. The facility will be fully and appropriately staffed 

from YMCA and SWT Council 24 hours a day, and the Police and other supporting agencies are fully 

involved in the initiative. Every practical measure is being taken to enable those being based there to 

self-isolate and/or adopt full social distancing guidelines.’ 

In this regard: 

• The Council has subsequently accepted that there were problems in the initial staffing and 

management of the site, and has provided no certainty that these issues have been resolved. 

 

• There are continued problems in terms of proper record keeping in respect of the success of 

the facility, and in relation to crime and anti-social behaviour arising due to the current use. 

In particular, the reporting of crime and anti-social behaviour seems to have been undertaken 

with the intention to present an erroneously-favourable picture to local people, the Parish 

Council and others; whereas, the actual position is a 400% increase in incidents as a result of 

the current use. 

 

One example of the prejudicial way in which the Council has presented information is its 

reporting of incidents within a 0.5 mile radius of the site – the initial area around the site is 

presently open fields, and this narrow radius excludes the regular incidents recorded along 

Honiton and Trull Roads, and would actually also exclude the recent burglaries on Amberd 

Lane. 

At the Trull Parish Council Extraordinary meeting on 3rd September, Mr Lewis of SWT stated that ‘I 

haven’t created the problem [in Trull and Staplehay], I’ve just moved it [out of the town centre]’ going 

on to state that community safety and offsite issues were the responsibility of the Police, with SWT 

solely being responsible for housing the homeless. Notwithstanding the insensitivity of this comment, 

it is wholly wrong – the Council’s stated responsibilities in respect of Community Safety are set out on 

its own website and it is plainly the responsibility of any Local Authority to maintain the safety of its 

residents. 

  



At the same meeting, Mr Lewis stated that residents of Canonsgrove were not dangerous to the 

community. That suggests either a negligent approach to community safety or, at best, an 

unacceptable lack of knowledge of how the scheme was operating, given that contemporary press 

interviews with residents showed that multiple career criminals have been housed onsite, with 

recorded histories of aggression, anti-social behaviour, shoplifting, burglary and Class A drug use.  

Regrettably, the ongoing reports of homeless people from Canonsgrove going through the courts 

indicate that the risk to the local community has not subsided. There have been multiple recent 

incidents of anti-social and criminal behaviour. In one case, a young woman was in the building at the 

time of a burglary by a Canonsgrove resident. 

Until recently, Mr Lewis (SWT) has persistently used the word ‘alleged’ in respect of criminality and 

anti-social behaviour related to the site. The acceptance by the Police of a Community Trigger has 

perhaps moved the discussion on, but it is unacceptable for a Council Officer to have patronised 

residents in this way in the face of plain evidence of matters including drug dealing, the reality of which 

is now accepted by both the Council and the Police. 

The inevitable problems resulting from deliberately moving people with histories of criminal 

behaviour into a facility in a quiet residential village, near to vulnerable elderly and young people, 

schools and nurseries could and should have been anticipated by SWT Council Officers. The Council 

accepts that staffing and security was inadequate, and that issues persist – that decision was 

consequently out of step with the Council’s accepted responsibilities in terms of community safety. 

The denial of responsibility by Officers is completely unacceptable and Mr Lewis’ comment at a Parish 

Council meeting of “What would you do?” shows a lack of proper consideration and respect for all 

parties. 

The YMCA and SWT Council have subsequently issued a number of communication letters to the local 

community which have generally overlooked the issues arising from the site, whilst painting a falsely-

positive picture of community engagement (which was actually one resident who kindly undertook to 

clear local pavements), on-site activities (with few, if any, people taking part), and off-site visits (two 

residents and a YMCA worker). Whilst this level of disengagement by most residents is disappointing 

to see, the Council should not be actively promoting the site in the face of overwhelming evidence 

that there are problems. 

We also note that SWT has, as yet, failed to respond in full to Freedom of Information request FOI-

272867802 which was submitted on 16th November. It is understood that this will now be raised with 

the Information Commissioner’s Office by Trull Residents Group (TRG). 

Breach of Planning Regulations 

Whilst it is not linked with the Parish Council, we note that TRG has submitted a number of Topic 

Papers to SWT’s Options Appraisal, the first of which relates to planning regulations affecting the site. 

That Topic Paper explains why altering the use from student accommodation to homeless hostel is a 

change of use in planning terms, requiring planning permission, and further notes that a s106 legal 

agreement prevents the current use of the site.  

The Council has made previous planning decisions regarding those who would be eligible to stay at 

Canonsgrove – these assurances are broken by the current and potential ongoing use of the site as 

homeless accommodation. These legal occupancy restrictions were based on Councillors’ recognition 

of potential community impacts arising from alternative uses of the site; they reflect legal advice and 

comments made on behalf of the Secretary of State. 



The Topic Paper concludes by noting that the current temporary use of the site is not covered by the 

emergency permitted development rights relating to the Coronavirus pandemic. 

Consequently, Council Officers have put the authority and its partners, including YMCA and Bridgwater 

& Taunton College, in breach of planning and legal restrictions which were imposed on the site for 

good reason. 

The Council has erroneously informed members of the public and Councillors that the use of 

Canonsgrove does not require planning permission. This has prejudiced the views of local people and 

Councillors and has caused unfair delay in terms of the ability to respond to the current and any future 

use of the site. 

Proposed model for homeless provision is not best practice / lacks evidence 

TRG’s third Topic Paper deals with whether the current and potential future use of Canonsgrove as 
accommodation for homeless people is in line with current best-practice evidence and research. It 
refers to widespread evidence sources to describe and consider the benefits of various types of 
provision. 
 
It is shown that hostel and shelter provision is proven to result in worse outcomes than other types of 
accommodation. Such provision discriminates against a range of groups, many or all of which you 
would expect to find in a large hostel such as at Canonsgrove. Indeed, increasing hostel scale results 
in more of these issues and worse outcomes. 
 
In short, whilst it is understood to be a response to the Covid emergency, the ongoing use of 
Canonsgrove in its current form would not represent best-practice for a variety of reasons. Any further 
increase in the scale or intensity of use would likely reduce its effectiveness.  
 
Alongside this, statements from SWT and YMCA lead to concerns around staffing (including experience 
and qualifications) and the keeping of records in order to evidence Canonsgrove’s performance and 
value-for-money. 
 
In particular, there is no robust evidence supporting SWT’s stated preference for a ‘hub’ model of 

provision, other than a statement by YMCA that it is ‘cost effective’. That, in itself, is an unevidenced 

conclusion, especially considering the long-term costs associated with failed provision and ongoing 

homelessness. 

Conflicts which undermine Council Policy 

TRG’s second Topic Paper addresses matters of Planning Policy and related points regarding Access, 

Sustainability, Crime / Anti-social Behaviour and Amenity. 

The current and potential ongoing use of Canonsgrove is shown to be in conflict with the National 

Planning Policy Framework, which is the overarching national planning policy document. It is also in 

conflict with the Adopted and emerging Somerset West and Taunton Development Plans, and with 

the Adopted Trull Neighbourhood Plan. 

Specifically, the use of Canonsgrove as accommodation for homeless people is contrary to policies 

relating to: 

• Safe and suitable access for all users  

• Sustainable access / carbon neutrality / limiting the need to travel 

• Crime and the fear of crime 



• Amenity and community cohesion 

• Protected species  

Consistency in administrative decision making by Local Authorities is a material consideration in law. 

Previous SWT planning decisions highlight the unsustainable nature of Canonsgrove and the legal 

restrictions on its use which arose, in part, from that issue. 

Government guidance shows that Canonsgrove is unsustainably located, beyond accepted walking 

distances, and without cycle infrastructure or a reasonable bus service. 

All of this points to Canonsgrove being fundamentally unsuitable as a location for homeless 

accommodation. National, district and parish policies require such provision to be within accessible, 

central locations (e.g. town centres) rather than in rural villages distant from services and facilities. 

Whilst the Parish Council understands the need for emergency accommodation, Canonsgrove is so 

out of step with SWT’s own policies that it should have already been eliminated as a site for 

consideration within the Options Appraisal. That could have been achieved early-on and it is telling 

that correspondence from Mr Lewis of SWT emphasises that he is not a specialist in planning, and that 

he had to take advice from the SWT town planning team – advice which was only taken subsequent 

to statements regarding the appropriateness of the site’s current (and potential future) use. 

Procurement 

Whilst the emergency response to the Covid crisis is understood, it is unclear how SWT continues to 

engage YMCA as its service provider without competitive tender. There are other organisations across 

the district that provide accommodation and support for homeless people and the Council’s 

procurement procedures would generally require the receipt of proposals from those parties. 

It is also noted that changes have been made to Lindley House which affect the number of people that 

it accommodates, with many homeless people being sent to Canonsgrove. Again, such changes would 

appear premature, given the ongoing Options Appraisal, and potentially prejudicial to the future 

ability of other organisations (e.g. ARC, which operates Lindley House) to engage with homeless 

provision in Taunton and beyond. 

Summary 

Trull Parish Council will be grateful for your urgent review of these matters, which include serious 

issues arising from the behaviour of Officers and Members. We consider that these problems and the 

ongoing Options Appraisal are inappropriate and prejudicial to proper decision making.  

SWT Council has failed to take decisions in line with its own policies. Any continued promotion of 

Canonsgrove as appropriate accommodation for homeless people not only contradicts adopted policy, 

but would also set a dangerous precedent in relation to the development plan – e.g. in terms of what 

constitutes sustainable development, which potentially opens the door to unfettered development in 

the countryside. 

There are also serious concerns about the way in which the Council has procured the services of the 

YMCA, which has the potential to disadvantage alternative providers in Taunton and across the wider 

SWT district. 

As a result of these issues, the safety, amenity and cohesion of the local community has been 

undermined. Local people have not been properly consulted, their concerns have been overlooked 

and their democratic right to input and influence decision-making has been compromised. 


