CHERWELL DISTRICT COUNCIL 7524

8Eiii Infrastructure and Implementation

8Eiii.1
Have the water supply and waste water treatment, flood risk, and transport implications of the growth proposals been adequately considered (including Policy CO6)? 

Water Supply

Current water supply infrastructure is considered adequate in the short term, but will require upgrading to serve any longer term development.  Current proposals by Thames Water to construct a new reservoir near Abingdon will provide more secure supplies in the longer term.  However, it is likely that any future development will be required to contribute to the upgrading of capacity.  Higher levels of growth in Central Oxfordshire may also place stress upon the water supply network, even with the Farmoor reservoir in place and in these circumstances consideration may need to be given to further abstraction from the River Thames.

Waste Water

Investment has taken place in Bicester to meet short term requirements in the period to 2010 covered by the current Asset Management Plan.  It is likely that significant upgrades to the existing network will be required in the longer term.  It should be noted that the water companies ability to raise funding for such improvements are regulated by Central Government and therefore additional infrastructure funding could be required.

Flood Risk

The assessment and management of flood risk is significant issue and the principles of the recently published PPS25 must be taken into account.  Any potential development that is affected by a risk of flooding should be carefully assessed to ensure that appropriate mitigation measures are integrated within such proposals.  There will be a very strong presumption against such development unless effective mitigation can be provided.

Transport Implications

Roads - It is recognised that there is currently a significant level of congestion on major road routes within Central Oxfordshire and that transport investment has failed to keep up with housing growth.  The strategic routes through this area comprise the M40, A34, A40 and A44; all have suffered increasing congestion in recent years.  It is acknowledged by the Highways Agency that these routes are frequently operating in excess or near to their intended design capacity and that there is limited potential to increase capacity further.  The Highways Agency’s stated approach to the strategic road network is that of demand management as an initial step, followed by traffic management measures; the improvement of existing infrastructure is seen as a third priority.

Rail - The Council has recognised the economic benefits that may stem from the improvement of the East-West Rail route and Policy CO6 of the RSS identifies its potential to support economic development in Bicester.  The town currently has a serious imbalance between housing growth and economic opportunity that has resulted in high levels of out-commuting.  The Council’s priority is to rebalance this current situation to provide more local employment opportunities and create a more sustainable settlement in accordance with the principles of PPG13.  The East-West Rail project must not be seen as a means of supporting a level of housing growth in Bicester that is disproportionate to the employment opportunities available within the town during the lifetime of the RSS.  An approach based upon the improvement of rail services without any linkage to economic activity is likely to lead to greater levels of out-commuting.

It should also be noted that the existing route is also a significant rail freight line.  While any upgrade will naturally provide additional capacity for passenger services, the need to maintain proper provision for freight services should be recognised.  The relocation of rail freight to road based transport in this corridor could result in unnecessary HGV traffic growth on an already busy road network.

The Role of Oxford

The city of Oxford will remain the principal economic focus of the sub-region during the lifetime of the RSS.  

Social Infrastructure

Policy CO6 considers issues related to the transport network and physical infrastructure in Central Oxfordshire.  However, there are significant social aspects that are considered relevant, particularly in relation to Bicester. The town has grown rapidly since the 1950s and lacks levels of social infrastructure that are essential to maintaining the quality of life of its residents.  Forthcoming town centre development will increase the range of facilities and services available within the town, but its central area is constrained, reflecting its origins as a small market town.  Proposed development at South West will enable the completion of the last section of the town’s perimeter road.  Further large scale development would have to take place beyond the perimeter road and it the integration of these areas with the existing urban area would be difficult.

8Eiii.2
Are the proposals in the Implementation Plan
 (including for social and green infrastructure) clear, justified and well related to the spatial strategy?  What are the priorities?

The RSS Spatial Strategy appears to provide a clear and sound basis for the distribution of development during the lifetime of the SE Plan.  The promotion of sustainable communities is a core objective, although the strategy does recognise that where infrastructure does not currently exist, there should be a clear programme for its provision.  Currently, the provision of infrastructure is significantly reliant on the contributions made by the private sector and its completion in the wake of development can have adverse economic, environmental and social effects.

The Regional Infrastructure Fund (RIF) will clearly play a crucial role in ensuring the implementation of necessary infrastructure in advance of development so that these problems can be avoided or minimised.  However, where there has been significant growth within Central Oxfordshire and within Bicester particularly, the levels of housing growth have not generally been matched with comparable growth in social and green infrastructure. While the RIF’s function will be to forward fund infrastructure needs arising from the proposals of the SE Plan, it will seemingly do little to address ‘current gaps’ in social facilities and infrastructure.

Annex 2 of the Implementation Plan details infrastructure projects of regional and inter-regional significance.  Proposals for the upgrade of the East-West Rail route is identified as a key element of future infrastructure as a means of improving accessibility between Milton Keynes, Aylesbury and Oxford.  Bicester is also a major urban centre along this route and it would be appropriate for the Implementation Plan to refer to also refer to the improvement of ‘access to Bicester’, as the perceived interference is that this rail route will act as a movement corridor out of Bicester; which would further exacerbate current levels of out-commuting from the town.  While Oxford fulfils a major role as a sub-regional centre, the principle of establishing Bicester as a sustainable urban area should be recognised.

Annex 3 of the Implementation Plan details infrastructure projects within the sub-regional areas.  The projects detailed include programmed schemes related to the construction of the SW Bicester link road and other public transport improvements as part of a package of schemes to improve public transport accessibility to Oxford.

Annex 4 of the Implementation Plan details anticipated infrastructure requirements and estimated costs related to these elements.  The infrastructure components provide a proper assessment of the likely community needs arising from the SE Plan proposals.  The expected financial contributions involve significant sums during the lifetime of the Plan, for example in excess of £570m for affordable housing in Central Oxfordshire.  However, at a local authority level, it is difficult to assess the robustness of such figures.

As detailed above, the estimates associated with major social infrastructure such as affordable housing and education appear significant, but it is difficult to assess if this provision will provide adequate during the SE Plan period.  Other infrastructure cost seems to be more modest in their assessment of likely future provision in Central Oxfordshire; these include health centres/GPs (£5.7m), sports halls (£5.6m) and swimming pools (£2.9m).  Significant growth inn Central Oxfordshire would generate significant additional demand for such facilities and the estimates provided in the Implementation Plan do not appear sufficient.  (As an example, the District Council is currently progressing a programme of sport centre redevelopment and improvement at an estimated cost of £15m).

The costs associated with the upgrading of existing, or the development of new facilities does not seem to take into account the current position relating to any existing deficiencies in the quality of existing facilities or the lack of facilities of an appropriate scale.  Allocating further growth to urban areas that are currently stretched in terms of such infrastructure, particularly community and green infrastructure should be recognised.
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