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9C.1
Does the draft RSS take proper account of the capacity of towns/locations in the rest of Cherwell, South Oxfordshire, Vale of White Horse and West Oxfordshire for sustainable development (including Policy H1)?  If not, how would any additional growth here impact on the Central Oxfordshire, Milton Keynes and Aylesbury Vale, and Western Corridor Blackwater Valley sub-regional strategies?

Introduction

The length of the plan period, to 2026, means it is important not to lose sight of the importance of the County of Oxfordshire as a whole, and not just focus on Oxford and the four growth areas of Didcot, Wantage, Grove and Bicester.  Whilst several of the other main towns within the County also fall within the Central Area, there are a number of settlements which fulfil a major role situated beyond that Central Area, together with many smaller towns and villages who fulfil an equally important if somewhat lesser role.  It is important that the RSS gives appropriate consideration to the future of all these settlements.

The policies of the RSS must allow the larger settlements, particularly those classified as having Primary Town Centres, and those which serve a wide rural hinterland, the opportunity to expand in order to provide new homes and jobs to ensure the settlements remain buoyant and do not decline in any way.  Those important towns which have already suffered from decline should be given additional support to stem the tide and rejuvenate them.  Similarly, new jobs and homes should be provided within smaller settlements to support their more local function.

Vale of White Horse District

Brasenose College has a particular interest in Faringdon, which lies within the Rest of the Vale of White Horse.  Policy H1 of the RSS requires 575 dwellings to be completed each year within the District, of which 525 should be in the Central Area.  This means that only 50 additional dwellings will be available across the remainder of the District each year to 2026.  This limited requirement is likely to stifle development in the rest of the Vale of White Horse, and in Faringdon in particular.  The result will be detrimental to the future of these parts of the District, and will have a knock on effect on other parts of the District and beyond.

Faringdon is a good sized town which has suffered in the past from severe decline.  In 2002 almost 50% of its residents worked outside the town, and employment opportunities were limited.  Incomes in the town were well below the County average, and there were severe housing shortages, particularly for the less well off.  Work carried out within the town identified that in order to stop the decline, the development of additional housing and employment was necessary.  The plight of Faringdon was recognised through the preparation of the recently adopted Local Plan, and the settlement was given an allocation of some 400 dwellings together with additional areas of employment.  The Local Plan envisages that the houses will be developed before the end of 2011, and that the employment land will also be made available.  It is hoped that this will stem the current decline of the settlement and will go some way towards ensuring the future success of the settlement.  However, this may not be enough, even in the short term.

The result of the RSS proposed housing allocation, leaving just 50 dwellings per annum for the Rest of the District, and then taking into account the existing allocation for Faringdon, 400 dwellings before 2011, means there remains a requirement for less than 600 dwellings across the rest of the District over a 20 year period, many of which will be taken up with existing commitments.  This is unlikely to be enough to ensure the sustainability of Faringdon, and may not even be enough to secure the future of the other smaller settlements.

Historic windfall rates may decline towards the end of the Plan period (2026), but still it is likely that windfalls will take up most of remainder of the housing requirement for the Rest of the District.  The development of windfall sites will meet some of the housing need, but is unlikely to be sufficient to meet the local housing needs of the more sustainable, larger villages.  Furthermore, the take-up of the housing requirement by windfall sites will prevent the further allocation of land for housing in Faringdon.  The result?  Insufficient housing in one of the four most sustainable settlements in the District.  Housing prices will rise as there is a lack of accommodation available.  People will be forced to live outside the settlement and commute in to work, or employers will cease to look to Faringdon as an employment base as there is nowhere for staff to reside.  The decline which the present Local Plan allocation seeks to overcome will begin all over again.

The only way to overcome this problem would be to alter the split of housing within the District, allowing a greater amount in the Rest of the District.  This would allow the District to make allocations to Faringdon in the latter years of the Plan and to prevent the recent decline from recurring.  There are areas of land which can be developed without detriment to the wider landscape, and which are located close to the existing services and facilities in the settlement making them sustainable options for development.  These areas are suitable for housing, and may also be suitable for limited employment.

It is also worth bearing in mind that whilst the existing quarry, concrete processing plant and storage area adjacent to the A420 outside Faringdon is operational, there is no certainty it will continue throughout the period of the RSS.  The local authority has already accepted in principle that once it closes it should be reused for employment (through the allocation of the land at the First Deposit stage of the now adopted Local Plan).  This will provide additional jobs to the town, but will need to be balanced through the provision of additional housing.

It is unlikely that the further moderate increase in size of Faringdon will impact heavily on the strategies for the surrounding sub-regions, including Central Oxfordshire, and across the border into the Swindon area, where many people from the Faringdon area currently work.  However, not enabling the future development of the town could have a significant impact on Faringdon itself and its surrounding rural hinterland.  If the town declines again, people will be forced to commute, not only for work, but also for shopping and social facilities, contrary to the aims of sustainability.  The alternative would be greater pressure in the aforementioned sub-regions for housing as people seek to leave Faringdon to live closer to work.

Cherwell District

The other area in which Brasenose College has an interest is Cherwell District.  Policy H1 indicates that the total housing allocation for the District is 590 dwellings per annum, with 290 in the Central Area.  This leaves 300 per annum for the remainder of the District.  This split clearly recognises the significance of Banbury as a self sufficient settlement, being the only major settlement outside the Central Area of Cherwell District.

Banbury has, particularly in recent years, proven itself to be a highly sustainable settlement.  It benefits from a modern shopping centre, a wide range of employment opportunities in all sectors, good public transport (including train direct links with Oxford, London and Birmingham, and good internal and external bus connections), and direct access onto the M40.  The town is not without problems – it suffers from the same housing issues as many other settlements across the region, a lack of affordable housing and increasing house prices, although they are perhaps not as pronounced as elsewhere in the region.  Certainly even without a current adopted Local Plan the town has continued to grow, albeit at a rate less than has been envisaged for the town by the current and previously adopted County Structure Plans.

The allocation of 300 dwellings to the Rest of Cherwell indicates that Banbury is expected to continue to grow.  The precise rate of that growth is not clear from the RSS but it would seem reasonable to assume it should continue to grow at least at a similar rate in the coming years as it has in recent times.  Certainly, the District Council seem keen to ensure that this occurs.  The granting of planning permission recently for 1700 dwellings on Bankside, and the ongoing development of the Hanwell Fields site supports this.

There are many reasons why Banbury should continue to receive the same number of dwellings per annum as is required by the adopted Structure Plan, including that:

· Banbury is the probably the most sustainable settlement in Oxfordshire beyond Oxford itself, having the shops, schools, community facilities and transport systems to support additional development; and

· It has suffered from a shortfall in housing completions during recent years because it did not have an adopted Local Plan.

In the light of this, Banbury should receive at least in the region of 250 additional new dwellings per annum.  

If this were to be the case, only 1000 additional dwellings would be required in the rest of the District beyond the Central Area between 2006 and 2026, equating to 50 per annum.  This is significantly less than is proposed for the rural parts of the Central Area of the District in the RSS.  Furthermore, when combined with the allowance for the rural parts of the Central Area, it is also significantly below the overall requirement in the adopted Structure Plan.  

The Central Area requirement in the RSS equates to 75 dwellings per annum outside Bicester, in an area which, despite containing the larger towns of Kidlington, Yarnton and Begbroke, is heavily constrained by the Oxford Green Belt and is much smaller than the rural area in the Rest of Cherwell.  There is no reason why these rural areas should be considered to be appropriate for more rural development than the sustainable settlements beyond the Central Area.  Development in the Central Area villages is unlikely to be as sustainable as development elsewhere, with most residents commuting to Oxford (or possibly Bicester in the future).  This would be contrary to the aims of the RSS.  At the very least, there should be a balance between dwellings constructed in the rural parts of the Central Area and the rural parts of the Rest of the District, as was clearly envisaged by the adopted Structure Plan.

The current Oxfordshire Structure Plan was adopted in 2005 following a full assessment of the level of housing needed in the rural parts of the District in order to protect their existing communities, support the existing level of services and facilities in the villages and provide additional housing to meet local needs.  A lower level of housing provision would not, in particular, secure anywhere near the level of affordable housing needed to meet outstanding needs in the rural settlements.  The Structure Plan makes an allowance for 150 dwellings in the rural areas, with no breakdown between the Central Area and the rest of the District.  As outlined above, the rural part of the Central Area is smaller than that of the rest of the District, and is arguably less sustainable.  Despite this, the RSS appears to be proposing fewer houses in the rural parts of the District as a whole than the recently adopted Structure Plan.  There is no justification for this drop (from 150pa to 125pa, a 17% reduction).  The result would be damaging to the rural communities, who will no longer be able to meet their own local needs.

To overcome this potential problem, and to ensure that Banbury retains the ability to grow at the rate proposed in the adopted Structure Plan, the breakdown of housing between the Central Area and the Rest of the District should be reconsidered, with a greater amount focused on the Rest of the District.  This minor change, of perhaps 50 dwellings per annum, would not have impact on the sub-regional strategies identified in the question, or on any of the neighbouring areas.

Conclusion

To conclude, whilst the overall numbers allocated to the County, and individually to each District, appear to be reasonable, the breakdown within those Districts is unacceptable.  In respect of the Vale of White Horse, there needs to be a greater allowance for the rural areas, and a reduction to the Central Area, to allow the future growth of Faringdon whilst ensuring that the smaller settlements can continue to meet local needs.  Similarly, the split in Cherwell also needs to be altered to ensure that Banbury can continue to grow at the rates proposed in the Structure Plan and to ensure that the rural parts of Chewell can continue to meet local needs at the rates considered necessary by the recently adopted Structure Plan.  The following alterations are proposed:

	
	Total Annual Allocation
	Central Sub Region
	Rest of District

	Cherwell
	590
	250
	340

	Vale of White Horse
	575
	475
	100


