
10.19 SETTLEMENT INSETS – WATCHET

WEST SOMERSET DISTRICT LOCAL PLAN – APRIL 2006 
The Local Plan should be read as a whole.  Proposals for development will be assessed 

against all the relevant policies 

Policy Profile 

Settlement Classification: Rural Centre (SP/1) 
Landscape Conservation: Coastal Zone Periphery (CO/1) 
Landscape Character Area: Central West Somerset1 (LC/3) 

Location and Character 

10.19.1 The small town of Watchet is situated on the coast of the Bristol Channel 
between the upland areas of the Brendon Hills to the south and west, and the 
Quantocks to the east. Its accessible coastline allowed the early development 
of a port and trade routes, however Watchet Harbour ceased operating on a 
commercial basis in 1993.2  

10.19.2 The town is set in an agricultural landscape characterised by undulating 
topography, red soils and irregular hedged fields. Its historic core is typified by 
the tight, small scale street pattern and simple vernacular architecture. The 
more modern development is situated further inland on steeply rising ground. 
The settlement is served by three roads; B3190 to Bampton, B3191 to Blue 
Anchor and a C road to West Quantoxhead.  

Settlement Policy 

10.19.3 Watchet is defined as a Rural Centre by Policy SP/1 and in accordance with 
Structure Plan Review Policy STR3.3 Whilst such settlements are intended to be 
the focus of development and social and economic activity, new developments will 
be of a scale and type appropriate to the town.  

Population and Housing 

10.19.4 Watchet was at its most prosperous in the second half of the nineteenth 
Century with the building of the West Somerset Mineral Railway from the 
Brendon Hills to Watchet. Much of its housing dates back to this period, although 
since 1946 five estates have been built. Watchet currently covers an area about 
four times that of a Century ago, and at the time of the 2001 Census the Parish 
had a total resident population of 3949.4

10.19.5 Land has been developed for residential development purposes on the eastern 
outskirts of the town along Doniford Road. However the opportunity for further 
residential development is limited due to severe physical constraints. The sea 
forms an absolute limit for development to the north and inland careful control 
will be exercised to ensure the character of the Central West Somerset 

                                                
1 WS Atkins South West;  West Somerset Landscape Character Assessment;  West Somerset District 
Council;  1999 
2 H.M. Government;  Harbours, Docks, Piers and Ferries: The Watchet Harbour Revision Order 2000 –
Statutory Instrument 2000 No. 1884 (SI 2000 No. 1884);  H.M.S.O.;  2000. 
3 Somerset County Council and Exmoor National Park Authority; Somerset and Exmoor National Park Joint 
Structure Plan Review – Adopted April 2000;  Somerset County Council;  2001;  ISBN 0 861 83357 0 
4 Office for National Statistics;  2001 Census: Neighbourhood Statistics – West Somerset;  ONS;  2004 
(data-set) 
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Landscape Character Area5 is respected. Also, and perhaps most importantly, 
the existing highway system is fast approaching its maximum carrying capacity 
and it is unlikely to be significantly improved during the Plan period.6  

10.19.6 Some minor improvements are planned for Brendon Road but not as to allow 
further residential development. The main distributor roads of St. Decumans 
Road, South Road and Liddymore Road are long culs-de-sac with substandard 
junctions with Doniford Road. Further development off these roads is, therefore, 
considered inappropriate. The gradient and carriageway width of West Street 
are substandard.  Further development with access directly off Doniford Road 
is considered unacceptable in all but its most easterly end.  

Employment 

10.19.7 Watchet's economy is unusual for a popular tourist area in that a significant 
amount of employment is within the manufacturing sector. The town's principal 
employer is St Regis Paper Co Ltd which has been at Watchet since the 
seventeenth Century. The depot recycles much of the area's commercial and 
domestic waste paper, an activity which receives the full support of the District 
Council.  From Cleeve Hill the paper mill is most intrusive, however from within the 
town itself it has very little visual impact and its peripheral location ensures that it 
does not place undue strain on the internal roads network.  

10.19.8 In 2001 18.81% of the population were employed in the manufacturing sector 
and the rest in the service sector.7 Although this level has been significantly 
reduced during the early years of the 1990’s as a result of local closures and 
cutbacks in workforce. It would be beneficial for Watchet's economy if the town's 
dependence upon one major employer was reduced and its economic base 
expanded.  

10.19.9 The focal point for the overall regeneration programme is the potential offered 
by a Marina facility that was completed in 2001.  

10.19.10 It is contained within the eastern half of the Harbour and bounded by a new 
slipway, impounding wall and two tidal gates providing berths for at least 180 
boats. 

10.19.11 Closely allied to the Marina proposals are the dual considerations of associated 
Esplanade and East Wharf. Physical enhancements of both areas is a major 
priority in creating a more vibrant centre of activity for Watchet. (See also Policy 
T/14).  

10.19.12 The East Wharf comprises of a site of approximately 1 hectare (gross) with an 
existing industrial building positioned centrally on the site. (Approximately 557 
square metres). The site represents the most significant development opportunity 

                                                
5 WS Atkins South West;  West Somerset Landscape Character Assessment;  op. cit. 
6 Somerset County Council;  Delivering Integration: The Local Transport Plan for Somerset 2001 – 2006;  
W.S. Atkins;  2001 (and successor documents) 
7 Office for National Statistics;  2001 Census: Key Statistics, Industry of Employment – All People (KS 11A) 
(Neighbourhood Statistics – Area: Watchet (Ward);  ONS;  2004  (data-set) 
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in Watchet, In the southern corner of the site adjacent to the entrance from 
Harbour Road is a block of part single and part two-storey buildings; used by 
the Harbour Master.  

10.19.13 A development brief prepared by the District Council for this site in June 2005 
contains a number of key principles for realising the full potential of its prime 
location on the waterside.  These comprise of the following components:  
· Marina-related development on the northern side of the site. 
· Extension of the Esplanade and public access along the Harbour frontage of 

the site. 
· The existing Industrial Unit reused in the short/medium-term for industrial 

occupiers including Marina related boat repair. 
· Development of the Harbour frontage on the south side of the site for either 

residential or   leisure   uses   with   a   smaller   retail component.
· Potential parking for both Marina related users and the public on the remainder of 

the site.8

POLICY WAT/1: East Wharf Mixed-Use Development 

The Local Planning Authority will permit a mixed em ployment/housing 
based development scheme with associated community related uses at the 
East Wharf, Watchet subject to the following: 

(i) the development does not detract from the chara cter and the 
appearance of the adjoining conservation area and c oastal zone 

(ii) that adequate access, servicing and parking pr ovision is made for 
the development 

(iii) provision of a pedestrian link between the ha rbour frontage of the 
site to the Esplanade 

(iv) the development does not preclude new faciliti es for fishing vessels, 
pleasure cruise vessels and yachts provided by the marina 

(v) the development is compatible with other land u ses in the area and 
complements the adjoining Esplanade Enhancement Sch eme 

When considering the wider community and physical i nfrastructure 
requirements for development of the East Wharf, reg ard will be given to 
Policies PO/1 and T/14. 

10.19.14 The site is identified for potential mixed employment/residential use to make the 
most of its prominent location and also accords with relevant Policy Guidance in 
PPS 1.9 Allowing a degree of flexibility for suitable use types will help to serve the 

                                                
8 West Somerset District Council;  Guidance for Detailed Proposals for East Wharf, Watchet;  Donaldsons;  
2005. 
9 Office of the Deputy Prime Minister;  Planning Policy Statement 1: Delivering Sustainable Development 
(PPS 1);  HMSO;  2005;  0 11 753939 2
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interests of achieving a worthwhile regeneration package to meet Council 
aspirations and those of key funding partners.  

10.19.15 The juxtaposition of the East Wharf with the surrounding Conservation Area10 and 
physical qualities identified, will require special consideration in terms of 
acceptable design solutions. Regard will be had to Policies BD/2 and BD/5.  

10.19.16 In order to facilitate the growth of employment opportunities, the Local Planning 
Authority proposes the allocation of an area of land off Brendon Road for 
business use (see Policy E/l). The development of the site may be achieved 
with the assistance of European Commission funding. It is not an ideal site but 
represents the only real opportunity given the physical constraints referred to 
above.  

10.19.17 The bed of the former Mineral Line provides a highly popular footpath for 
residents and tourists alike. It also forms a useful link with Washford and Cleeve 
Abbey. The Local Planning Authority will support the provision and/or 
enhancement of other similar tourist attractions in and around Watchet (see Policy 
TO/3).  

Shops and Services 

10.19.18 The shops in Watchet cater principally for local or specialist needs and for those 
of the tourist. The main shopping streets are Swain Street and Market Street 
with a group of neighbourhood shops in Liddymore Road. Bulk food and 
comparative shopping is generally undertaken in the larger, better served 
centres of Williton, Minehead, Bridgwater and Taunton, leaving less mobile 
residents at a disadvantage. This reflects the recent national trend in retailing 
towards larger shops with adequate car parking serving a large catchment area. 
There is, however, a recognised need for local services catering for casual daily 
requirements and more specialised goods and services.  

10.19.19 The Local Planning Authority wishes to maintain and, where possible, enhance 
Watchet's current retail function. A positive approach may be through physical 
improvements to the shopping environment. Swain Street and Market Streets 
are within the Watchet Conservation Area11 and paragraph 5.3.5 sets down the 
Local Planning Authority's intention to prepare enhancement schemes for each 
of its Conservation Areas as appropriate. Resident on-street parking in West 
Street causes problems, particularly in summer.  

Environment and Conservation 

10.19.20 The older parts of the town are close to the Harbour and include the shopping 
and commercial areas.12 Within this area many buildings essential to the 
character of the port still exist. Some buildings are listed and most have been 

                                                
10 West Somerset District Council;  Revision and Extension to Watchet Conservation Area 2003;  Somerset 
County Council;  2003. 
11 ibid. 
12 Somerset County Council;  Somerset Historic Environment Record: Record 34163 – Medieval Town and 
Port, Watchet;  Somerset County Council;  1984. 
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included in a Conservation Area originally designated in 1975.13 The boundary 
has been drawn to take in the whole of Swain Street and The Esplanade, 
Market Street, Mill Street and Anchor street and includes, where appropriate, 
buildings, walls and land abutting thereon. Policies LB/1 and LB/2 set out criteria 
against which proposals affecting listed buildings will be judged. In order to 
preserve and enhance the character of the conservation area Policies CA/l-CA/5 
have been drawn up. These policies are consistent with the guidance given in 
Structure Plan Review Policy 12.14  

10.19.21 A Watchet Esplanade Enhancement Scheme has been prepared by the District 
Council/Regeneration Partnership which envisages amongst other features:  
· A new performance stage/bandstand on the western side of the Esplanade. 
· Re-alignment and replacement of street lighting, reflecting the Promenade 

area and additional feature lighting. 
· New paving to fix and link the stage/ bandstand to the rest of the Esplanade 

and surrounding buildings. 
· New seating to help define the performance space, the promenade area and 

along the length of the Esplanade. 

10.19.22 The scheme will also improve the existing network of public pedestrian ways in 
the town. These ways provide valuable means of access to different parts of 
Watchet and offer attractive glimpses of gardens and other amenity spaces. The 
Council is currently building on this opportunity to provide a number of future 
Town Trails.  

10.19.23 Relevant funding is being sought from the Arts Lottery Fund, Greater Exmoor 
Leader II Project, Rural Development Commission and Wessex Water.  

10.19.24 It is important that new development on sites within or close to the Conservation 
Area have regard to the traditional vernacular character, scale and style of 
existing buildings. The individual buildings for the most part are modest two-storey 
structures and with only a few exceptions are all rendered with predominately 
slate roofs. These simple buildings derive their interest from the close built small-
scale street pattern which is characterised by many changes of direction within 
each street and subtle variations in building lines. Any new development will need 
to integrate satisfactorily into this town scape.  

10.19.25 The Local Planning Authority proposed to review and extend the Conservation 
Area in consultation with the public as adoption of the Local Plan progresses and 
this was achieved in 2003.15

                                                
13 West Somerset District Council;  Watchet Conservation Designation Order (as amended);  Somerset 
County Council;  1975. 
14 Somerset County Council and Exmoor National Park Authority; Somerset and Exmoor National Park Joint 
Structure Plan Review – Adopted April 2000;  op. cit. 
15 West Somerset District Council;  Revision and Extension to Watchet Conservation Area 2003;  op. cit. 
















