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Comment 

My heart sank when I saw the good citizens of Sherborne out on the streets last week protesting against Tesco’s plans to build yet another superstore on the outskirts of this beautiful Dorset county town in the heart of Hardy country. 

I know what they are about to endure. You can’t but admire the shopkeepers for shutting their doors and boarding their windows for half a day, with the loss of takings, as a demonstration of their fears and anger at what will be left of their picturesque high street when Tesco comes to town. 

But much as I admire the people of Sherborne, led by former Blue Peter presenter and local resident Valerie Singleton, waving their placards and declaring “Burger off Tesco”, I have to tell them, from bitter personal experience, that it won’t be enough. From Hay-on-Wye to the Norfolk coast and indeed to my own neck of the woods in North Yorkshire, there can’t be a market town left in Britain that hasn’t been targeted by supermarkets for development. It is a matter of record, I am afraid, that they almost always succeed. 

The concern of the residents of Sherborne, and other towns symbolic of an Arcadian England, is that the fabric of their community will be wrecked when the small shopkeepers, the butchers, the bakers, the candlestick-makers who have decorated the high street and enriched the area with their knowledge, are driven out. 

When the Prime Minister appeared to echo this concern about the prospect of cherished landscapes vanishing, I believed him. David Cameron articulated a sense of good conservative values about the need to protect communities that represented centuries of continuity. And the reason I was so heartened? I was passionately involved in a battle similar to Sherborne’s in my local town, Malton. 
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For the past couple of years, we have been campaigning vigorously to stop planning permission for an all-categories superstore (which we believe to be Tesco). Much like Sherborne, we feared it would destroy the centre of the town. It has been a brutal, bloody and bitter fight in which hundreds of thousands of pounds have been spent by the community, while stout-hearted aldermen have devoted hours to the cause. 

There have been times when it felt as though we were trying to stop a tank with a peashooter. Local and national media – The Daily Telegraph in particular – have followed our story as we used every ounce of our resources and ingenuity to fight the grocery Goliath. 

Today we’re still fighting on the barricades, and I’d like the people of Sherborne to benefit from what we have learnt. 

First, do not assume that those you would expect to rally to your flag will do so. We have been astonished at the vacillation, arrogance, and hypocrisy of some local politicians. We were certain the Tory MP for Thirsk and Malton, Anne McIntosh, would be a vocal advocate of our cause. Not so. The only comment any of us can remember her making in response to what side she would take when the issue came before the planning committee of Conservative-led Ryedale District Council was “trust your planning committee”. 

In the event, the committee – whom we also thought would listen to us – dismissed our concerns in, to my mind, a cavalier fashion and gave the go-ahead for planning permission. An appeal to Eric Pickles, Secretary of State for Communities, would surely be treated sympathetically. After all, hadn’t he echoed Cameron’s clarion call that localism must triumph over the corporate juggernaut? Er... wrong again. Pickles point blank refused an independent review. There was no case to answer, he said. 

We have many influential advocates in the old North Riding of Yorkshire. Simon Howard of Castle Howard, lives in that great baroque masterpiece just five miles from Malton and is a strong supporter. So is the Naylor Leyland family of the Fitzwilliam Estate. They engaged a top barrister, Peter Village, to appeal against the decision. He and his team forensically dissected the case on which Ryedale District Council had given permission to build. 

Two days into the hearing before an independent inspector in September 2011, the council and Eric Pickles’s decision not to review the development was torn to shreds under cross-examination. What the council had done was ''contrary to policy’’; there had been a complete breach of trust. Ryedale District Council was told to pay costs, expected to run into six figures. 

This was a stunning victory. We were overjoyed. Of course, the profligacy and dictatorial attitude of the council in refusing to listen has cost the people of Ryedale dearly. It is they, through their rates, who will pay the legal costs. Case closed? Not quite. For in a damning indictment of the way Britain is run today, the council has published a Local Plan, which makes provision to reintroduce a superstore. The plan is out for consultation and, once again, the people of Malton are making clear that this is not acceptable. If Ryedale District Council ignores them and gives approval, we are back to where we started. 

Tragically, this could also kill off a heritage development in the centre of the town by the Fitzwilliam Estate that is on a scale and style in harmony with Malton but which would struggle to find traders if a 50,000 sq ft superstore was given the go ahead. This scheme had already been refused by the council. 

There is a good reason why the council did not support the heritage project. The superstore was to be built on Malton’s car park, which the council had recently sold to a developer. Once planning permission had been given the council stood to make £5 million from the deal. It refused permission for the smaller town centre development on the grounds that it didn’t conform to planning law. Under cross-examination during the appeal, the council admitted it had been wrong. 

Do we have the mental and physical resolve, not to say the deep pockets, required to fight the council and superstore project again? Or will our brave little coalition, exhausted by the forces of political manipulation and commercial know-how, be defeated? I hope that Malton, a town I’ve known since I was a child, fights on. 

And so to the people of Sherborne, I would say this. Know your enemy and it may not just be Tesco. Organise for the fight ahead as if you were facing a foreign invader. Be ever alert to the dangers, even though there be no evidence of greased palms and deals done in back offices. Have a well-thought-through, strategic battle plan and forget for a while that you are a decent, law-abiding, respectable, middle-class citizen given to understanding the other person’s point of view and hearing them out. Fight like tigers and give no quarter. And good luck. 

A statement by Ryedale District Council (RDC) said that it is ''currently in dispute with the Fitzwilliam (Malton) Estate over the quantum of costs in relation to the planning inspector’s partial award of costs against the council and this issue is in the hands of the lawyers for both parties. It would be inappropriate to make any comment on costs at this stage.’’ 
It added: ''RDC would only receive a capital receipt in the event of planning permission being granted and clearly this has not been the case to date.” 

