
Littleton Mill 
Littleton, nr Semington, Trowbridge, Wilts BA14 6LQ  

 

 History & Context 
 
The background  
Littleton Mill, a water mill, was built in the 17th Century. The approximate layout of the water flows 
for the entire period up to today is shown Diagram 1 in the site plan below:  

 
 
There are 3 periods of time up which are relevant to the context of this pre-application:  
 

1. Between 1700 and approx. 1950: the Semington Brook was likely split at the upstream weir 
in order to create a straight flow to the location of the Mill itself, with a flood plain to deal 
with the any water in excess of requirements at the Mill. This flood plain still serves us and 
the community well to this day. During this time Littleton Mill was an industrial site (wool 
and grain) with a wheel within the main building. Re-used old railway tracks and ‘the steam 
engine room’ (which is in our courtyard) have led us to conclude that railway tracks up to 
canal were used to receive and send goods to and from the Kennet and Avon canal (c.200 
yards away).  
 

2. c.1950 to 2007: a 27kw Francis Turbine was installed – still for commercial purposes. We 
assume that the current sluice gates (manually operated) were installed at that time. The 
original drawings that we’ve found imply that it was second hand. This was not grid 
connected. In c.1988, the building was converted to residential use, with rudimentary 
automated controls added to the sluice gates 

 
3. 2007 to present:, we bought the Mill together with the land (and access) surrounding the 

upstream weir. We connected this Francis Turbine to the grid under the old Renewables 
Obligation Scheme. It was grandfathered over to the FIT in 2009. At this point, we also 



greatly improved the mechanisation and operation of the sluice gates to control the water 
level to approximately the ‘yellow line’ marker – see below. We had constant issues with the 
Francis Turbine and we looked into installing a new, more efficient turbine in 2011, advised 
by our local Hydropower Group (Mendip Power Group). We submitted a pre-application 
(which had no objections ‘in principle’ – but didn’t take it any further at the time). Then, in c. 
2015, an inspection of the Francis Turbine revealed that there was an crack in it – and we 
were advised to stop using it. It is still in situ (concreted into the middle of our home!). We 
use it to allow water to flow through into the original mill pond.  

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
  



The other important bit of context is: High Flow Spillway 2  
 
In 2019, a tree on a river bank 20m upstream from our sluice gates fell during a storm and breached 
the sheet piling. Unbeknown to us at the time, this was the in-let location of an old high flow 
spillway (up until c.1980) and the water flowing through the sheet piling re-created that channel 
quickly. We fixed the river bank (re-instated (EPR/GB3150UH - Reinstatement of high flow spillway - 
Littleton Mill, Littleton, Semington, Wiltshire)– but also took the opportunity to recreate this high 
flow spillway in the eventuality that our sluice gates failed during a high flow event. It serves no 
purpose other than that – and has not been used since as our sluice gates have worked perfectly 
100% of the time since their upgrade.  

 
Below are current photos of this spillway. The proposed location of the turbine is immediately 
upstream of this spillway. It would remain intact.  
 
The reason that this does not appear on the topological survey is that the topo was done in 2011 – 
so 8 years before the tree fell down that created this (redundant) spillway.   

 
 
 
 

  



The target water level agreed with the neighbours 
When we moved into the Mill in 2008, the agreed target river level was shown by the yellow signage 
below which sits immediately next to the Abstraction point shown in Diagram 1. It was agreed prior 
to our arrival that the owners of the Mill should use ‘best endeavours’ to maintain the water level as 
close to the bottom of this line as possible as often as possible.  
 

 
 
This yellow line dated back to a time when the previous owner had only rudimentary automation on 
the sluice gates – and customarily would wake up in the middle of the night to alter their height.  
 
We fully automated the gates and set the lip of Spillway 1 at precisely the same level (approximately 
37.10m above datum). As a result, whilst the ‘yellow line’ survives in our neighbours’ memories, it 
no longer exists in real life.  
 

Spillway 1’s only purpose is to allow water to flow should the sluice gates NOT be operating properly 
(see Flood Risk document).  
 
Controlling the water level:  
The two existing ways of regulating the water flow are a) the upstream weir and b) the sluice gates 
(pictured above).  
 
  



The upstream weir 
The weir (pictured below) is 36.68 AOD – and is therefore 43cm below the yellow line / lip of 
Spillway 1. As the water level never changes from being approximately at the yellow, a sweetening 
flow always travels over it. At times of high flow, due to the gradient of the Semington Brook, 
increasingly large volumes of water go over the weir, helping to regulate the water level at the Mill. 
Approximately 19 l/s of water go over the weir at Q95, increasing to 62 l/s at Qmean.  
 
The final point to note is that the weir is split (‘far’ side and ‘near’ side). The far side allows water to 
go down the watercourse that splits from the Mill Race (which would have been the original path of 
the Semington Brook – pre-1700) and the near side goes into the Pond (shown in Diagram 1). This 
split was already in place when we took over the Mill by agreement with the Giles’ and the previous 
Mill owners.  

  



The sluice gates 
The primary means of regulating the water flow during flooding conditions are two sluice gates .  

 
 
Each of these gates can allow c. 12m2s-1   which is more than sufficient for any flows that come 
through Semington Brook, please see Hydrology. Assessment.  

 
 
The water level is controlled via a PLC and a water level sensor. These two devices would be used 
should our proposal for the new turbines be accepted – to control the shut off valve at the intake in 
the event that the water level drops (i.e. if less that 423 l/s of water are available for generation at 
the Mill).  
 
Whilst the PLC (situated next to our Francis Turbine)  is controllable from an app on our phones, 
there is a physical box outside to enable use in situ.  
 
We also have a variety of back-up options for every reasonable eventuality. See Flood Risk 
Assessment.pdf.  
 



The 

Flood plain  
The flood plan to the north of the Mill Race is our community’s best line of defence in flood 
conditions – as it lies below the Mill Race and can hold enormous amounts of water.  
 
A full explanation of this is within the Flood Risk Assessment.  
 
 
 


	History & Context

