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MATTER 9C – SUB-REGIONAL STRATEGY
SUB-MATTER 9C – REST OF OXFORDSHIRE
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?

1.
In responding to this question we use the example of West Oxfordshire District to illustrate the fact that the Draft RSS fails to take full account of the capacity of towns and locations in the rest of Oxfordshire, including the level of growth expressed in Draft Policy H1. The boundary of the Central Oxfordshire sub region is obtusely drawn and not definitive with reference to an OS mapping base or recognised features other than the named settlements within the boundary. The boundary of the sub region should therefore be made more explicit and indeed ought to be more widely drawn, in order to reflect the functional relationship of the five Districts with the city of Oxford (one of only 5 diamonds for growth in the Regional Economic Strategy). Oxford is the sub-regional hub with a network of satellite market towns such as Witney and Abingdon, augmented by settlements such as Carterton (that lie outwith the sub region boundary) and which has a good public transport connection to Oxford via the A40. All should collectively contribute to the continued dynamism of Oxfordshire’s economic growth. In this manner the sub region would also relate more closely to the Oxford centred housing market area.

2.
Oxfordshire has experienced a faster role of growth in high-tech employment than any other English county between 1991 and 2000.  The success of the Oxfordshire high-tech economy has been the product of Oxford’s two universities, together with specific initiatives such as privatisation of most of UKAEA to create new business opportunities.  Thus Oxfordshire has more incubators and science parks than any other county in the UK and they are concentrated in Central Oxfordshire.

3.
Against this background the Central Oxfordshire sub-regional economy is characterised by overheating resulting in low unemployment rates (currently 1.1% in Oxfordshire compared with 1.6% for the South East);  low vacancy rates for commercial and industrial property - below the regional average;  and high house prices - 10% above the regional average. Oxford City, with population growth of almost 10% since mid-2000 is the fastest growing district in the South East. All the above indicators point to the need to increase the supply of housing in order to ease labour market pressures and to facilitate sustainable economic growth.

4.
The 2003-based ODPM household projections indicate growth of 65,000 households 2006-26 which is equivalent to a dwelling requirement of about 67,000 and a build-rate of 3,350 dpa for the County as a whole. This compares with proposed housing provision for the County of only 47,200, i.e. a shortfall of 12,800.

5.
As regards housing affordability, an indication of the nature of the problem is given by the West Oxfordshire 2005 Annual Monitoring Report (AMR) which identifies annual need for 613 affordable houses compared with a current housing provision of only about 450 dpa.  If the South East Plan figure remains unchanged overall housing provision in West Oxfordshire will fall to only 335pa thereby intensifying the problem. The 2006 AMR advises that the house price to income ratio has risen to 8.7 in 2005. The Adopted Local Plan advises that affordable housing need has risen ‘dramatically’ between 1999 and 2004. Major opportunities for further development within the plan period are identified to the north and east of Carterton and 7ha of employment land has the benefit of planning permission with the partially developed West Oxfordshire Business Park comprising B1, B2 and B8 uses.
6.
The County Council’s own assessment as part of formulating the adopted Structure Plan, shows that there is scope to accommodate higher levels of housing than proposed by the Assembly without breaching higher order constraints e.g. by avoiding locating development in the Chilterns and Cotswolds AONB or areas of high flood risk.

7.
Employment within West Oxfordshire is projected by IER Warwick University, to grow by 21% (8760 jobs) during the period 2006-26.  Locally sourced labour supply will be needed to support growth in a sustainable manner.

8.
There are no significant local infrastructure constraints which cannot be resolved by development related funding for example to provide improved access to the A40 and relieve traffic congestion in central Witney.

9.
Carterton is well-related to the strategic highway network via the A40 which links eastwards to Oxford.  This provides a premium bus route with a high frequency service linking the two centres.  The Oxfordshire Local Transport Plan 2006-11 Bus Strategy includes proposals to improve the existing service through the provision of remote Park and Ride sites near to Witney to the east of Carterton.  Whilst there is significant movement from Carterton to Oxford there is an opportunity to support development of the town’s economic base thereby encouraging east-west movements along the A40 taking advantage of spare capacity.
10.
In particular we make reference to principally Carterton with capacity to accommodate development without prejudice or material effect to the neighbouring sub-regional strategies and which will assist in meeting local growth and development needs identified in terms of open market and affordable housing need in the wider Central Oxfordshire sub region. Whilst settlements to the east of Oxford such as Thame fall between the influence of two sub regions (central Oxford and Milton Keynes), towns in West Oxfordshire are well related to the increasingly self contained employment centres of Carterton itself and Witney as well as a strong functional and economic relationship with the city of Oxford.

11.
Carterton is the second largest settlement in West Oxfordshire and has current provision for growth which is likely to continue into the next decade.  Further growth at the town is likely to depend partially on future intentions of the MoD with regard to RAF Brize Norton – but any closure of this airbase would trigger further major growth in the town, not least in order to enable redevelopment of the substantial buildings and structures of the site.

12.
The Draft Plan proposes that West Oxfordshire should accommodate 6,700 dwellings at an average annual rate of 335 dwellings per annum (of which 160pa lie within the Central Oxfordshire sub-region and only 175pa in the rest of the District). However, between 2000 and 2006 housing completions in West Oxfordshire averaged 554 dpa with 733 dpa being reached in 2005/06 and a further 776 dpa projected in 2006/07 and 784 in 2007/08. The West Oxfordshire Annual Monitoring Report 2005 Housing Trajectory indicates a projection of 4,108 dwellings over the first 10 years of the South East Plan period to 2016 at an annual rate of 410 dpa. Projecting this figure forward to 2026 would enable the creation of some 8,216 new dwellings, at an annual figure achieved every year since 2002/03 and predicted again to be exceeded in every year to 2009/10. 
13.
Indeed, taking completion rates from 2002/03 to the present and then projections to 2009/10 (8 year period) has and would realise a total of 4,933 dwellings (at an annual average of 617 dpa - double what is proposed in the Draft RSS). The West Oxfordshire Annual Monitoring Report 2006 notes that the housing completions in 2005/06 were 60% higher than the Structure Plan rate of 453pa, with 42% of these on previously developed land (this percentage of PDL is predicted to rise to 60% in 2007/08). This demonstrates that the District has been able to consistency perform well in relation to delivery of housing provision, and can continue to do so. A demonstration of the latent capacity of West Oxfordshire is that the rate of planning permissions on unidentified windfall sites is steadily rising, with 232 granted on 110 sites in 2005/06 (equating to 69% of the proposed annual RSS requirement). Given the requirement in PPS3 (paragraph 59) that no allowance should be made for windfalls in the first 10 years of land supply, it is clear that the District can, and must, achieve higher growth rates (on deliverable sites which are available; suitable and achievable) (PPS3 Paragraph 54) than the 335 per annum proposed by the Draft Plan.

14.
Carterton has accommodated significant growth in recent years and it is recognised by the District Council that there is additional potential, particularly to the west of the NE Carterton development. Carterton can accommodate at least a further 500 dwellings as additional growth. The Council’s Monitoring Report acknowledges that Carterton and Witney are sustainable locations for growth. The Adopted West Oxfordshire Local Plan 2011 paragraph 5.9 states that both towns have a wide range of existing services and facilities, a growing employment base and a high quality public transport provision. We believe that the District can maintain and exceed the current Structure Plan growth rate with additional growth centred on Witney and Carterton and smaller scale provision to meet local needs within surrounding settlements. 

15.
For all the above reasons it is concluded that the housing strategy fails to provide sufficient opportunities to support local communities or to contribute to the wider social and economic needs of the Central Oxfordshire sub-region. The Plan should be amended to provide for higher housing growth in West Oxfordshire and other Oxfordshire Districts in order to utilise capacity and assist in the achievement of sustainable development objectives in Oxfordshire as a whole, realigning the jobs and employment balance, providing for affordable homes and reinforcing the economic growth and dynamism of the sub region.
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