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INTRODUCTION

1.1
The purpose of this study is to provide the background information to enable South Oxfordshire and the Vale of White Horse District Councils and Oxfordshire County Council to advise on the division of future housing development at Didcot between the two districts.  This is needed because in March 2006 the South East England Regional Assembly (SEERA) published its South East Plan.  This Plan, which is eventually intended to guide development for the whole of South East England, proposes that an additional 3,000 dwellings should be built at Didcot between 2016 and 2026.  SEERA and the Panel conducting the Examination in Public (EiP) into the Plan have requested advice on how this provision should be split between the districts.  

1.2
This study looks in turn at possible development areas around Didcot; both in South Oxfordshire and the Vale of White Horse (see Map 1 attached).  The intention is to review all areas within and adjacent to the built-up area, including the land adjoining the proposed Great Western Park development.  

1.3
This study has been carried out jointly by South Oxfordshire District Council, the Vale of White Horse District Council and Oxfordshire County Council.  At present, the draft South East Plan allocates the proposed 3,000 dwellings equally between the two districts, with 1,500 apportioned to each.  This study simply considers the allocation of 3,000 dwellings and examines how the numbers could be divided between the two districts.  It is not recommending that specific areas be allocated for development although the suitability of various areas will be used to inform the split.  It also does not examine the relative merits of development in locations elsewhere within the two districts or in Central and Southern Oxfordshire generally.

1.4
Didcot is the largest town in South Oxfordshire, it has been growing in size steadily since the introduction of the ‘country towns’ strategy in the Oxfordshire Structure Plan of 1979.  Didcot developed initially in response to the growth of the railways in the Nineteenth Century, and today is well located in relation to the national road and rail networks.  There is a range of employment opportunities within the town and on sites nearby, while community services and facilities include an expanding town centre and plans for a new third secondary school at Great Western Park.

1.5
The South Oxfordshire Local Plan 2011 (2006) estimated that there were about 17,000 jobs in the Didcot area.  The employment areas at Milton Park and Harwell Science and Innovation Centre fall within the Vale of White Horse District, whose local plan acknowledges the potential for an additional 2,500 jobs at Milton Park by 2011 and has policies which would enable additional employment opportunities at the Harwell campus.

1.6
This study has been the subject of local public consultation with the people of Didcot and the surrounding area between 30 October and 24 November 2006.  The results of this consultation exercise are summarised in Section 4.  The study, together with the responses to this consultation, is being considered by South Oxfordshire District Council, Vale of White Horse District Council and Oxfordshire County Council.

1.7
This study consists of five sections.  Section 2 sets out the planning context for the Didcot area.  In Section 3, the factors which influence the potential development of the areas are considered while the results of the public consultation are set out in Section 4.  Section 5 consists of the appraisal of the potential areas for development.  An initial Sustainability Appraisal of the areas of search has been carried out and the conclusions are contained in Appendix 1.  In addition a sustainability appraisal undertaken by Oxfordshire County Council for the Central Oxfordshire sub region during the preparation of the South East Plan included an option with accommodating 4000 dwellings to 2026.

1.8
This study has shown that, while none of the potential areas for housing development is completely free from physical or planning policy constraints, there is sufficient land to accommodate at least 3,000 dwellings.  The proviso, however, is that adequate infrastructure should be provided, especially improvements to the existing road network as well as new roads.  These are required not only to serve the proposed development itself, but also to address the wider transport needs of Central Oxfordshire, where the road network is already heavily constrained, and is estimated to be at capacity by 2016, even if no further development takes place.

THE PLANNING BACKGROUND

2.1
Policy H1 of the Oxfordshire Structure Plan 2016 requires 7,500 additional dwellings to be provided between 1 April 2001 and 31 March 2016 in South Oxfordshire District and 7,150 in Vale of White Horse District.  Of these two totals, Didcot accounts for “about 4,500 dwellings” (4,000 in South Oxfordshire and 500 in the Vale of White Horse).  223 of these dwellings have already been completed.  Provision for the remaining dwellings has been made in local plans at Great Western Park (3,200 dwellings) Ladygrove East (650 dwellings) and Vauxhall Barracks (300 dwellings) with the remainder on windfall areas.

2.2
The current Structure Plan housing allocation runs from 2001 until 2016.  The allocation of a further 3,000 dwellings at Didcot in the Draft South East Plan is intended to run from 2016 until 2026.

Growth Points

2.3
In June 2006 South Oxfordshire District Council bid for New Growth Points (NGP) status for Didcot.  The bid was successful and provisional funding of just over £1million has been allocated to studies and schemes in the next financial year with further significant funding expected in future years.  An additional 1,500 dwellings are required under this initiative.  If the principle of these is endorsed through the South East Plan, provision for these houses in South Oxfordshire will be made in future development plan documents. 

Didcot Urban Capacity

2.4
Planning Policy Statement 1, Delivering Sustainable Development (2005) requires local planning authorities to “promote the more efficient use of land through higher density, mixed use development and the use of suitably located previously developed land and buildings”.  South Oxfordshire District Council has investigated the capacity for infill development within the existing built-up area of Didcot, and has concluded that there is capacity for approximately 100 dwellings.  This figure could be increased if presently developed land were to be redeveloped at higher residential densities, although detailed work has not yet been carried out to identify potentially suitable areas.  Through the planning application process it has been agreed that a further 100 dwellings will be provided at Great Western Park.  It has also been suggested that land at the Power Station could accommodate some housing.  Although Didcot A power station is programmed to close by 2016, RWE power has indicated that they will not be looking to dispose of significant land in the Didcot area by 2026.

DEVELOPMENT CONSTRAINTS
Introduction

3.1
This section considers the various constraints on the development of land around Didcot and other factors which influence the suitability of land for development such as the distance of particular areas from the employment, services and facilities.

3.2
The overall study area has been divided into nine areas, which are illustrated in Map 1.  The areas surround the existing and proposed built up area of Didcot, with the exception of the power station and industrial land to the north west of the town.  The areas themselves are only roughly defined, and are generally divided from each other by roads or railway lines.  The outer edges have deliberately not been delineated precisely, other than where they are limited by roads, as at this stage the exercise is essentially to examine the potential allocation of housing numbers between the districts, rather than to provide detailed proposals for development.  Nevertheless, the general areas range in size from approximately 6 hectares (area 8) to over 240 hectares (area 7).

3.3
Studies into transport and accessibility issues, flood risk, landscape and biodiversity have been carried out as part of this work.  These are considered in turn below, followed by information on the other constraints on development.  The latter have been the subject of correspondence with the relevant authority or more general research.

Transport and Accessibility

3.4
Particularly in terms of transport, Didcot is a sustainable settlement.  It is compact, well located in relation to the national road and rail networks, and it possesses substantial employment opportunities in fairly close proximity, at Milton Park and Harwell Science and Innovation Campus.  The railway has fast links with Oxford, Reading, London Paddington and Bristol.  These factors have combined to ensure the choice of Didcot for expansion in the Oxfordshire Structure Plan, the emerging South East Plan and the Government’s new Growth Points Initiative.

3.5
On the negative side, Didcot suffers from constraints on the national and regional road and rail networks.  The road network is expected to reach capacity by 2016.  The particular pinch points in the Didcot area, are the Milton Interchange (between the A34 and A4130), the Manor Bridge/Power Station roundabouts (which carry the A4130 across the railway line at the western edge of Didcot), the Rowstock roundabout (the junction between the A4130, the A4185 and the A417 to the west of Harwell), and the A34 itself.  The A34 between Milton Interchange and the M40 is already described as being at full capacity.

3.6
Development at Ladygrove, to the north east of Didcot, has been served by a new perimeter road, and it is planned to extend this eastwards to Hadden Hill to the east of Didcot, in order to accommodate the additional development planned at Ladygrove East.  This perimeter road also carries east/west through traffic around the north of Didcot in order to bypass the town centre.  In contrast, the proposals at Great Western Park include an internal spine road, which will run from a new junction with the A4130 at the north, across the B4493 Didcot to Harwell Road, and as far as Park Road at the south-eastern corner of the new development.  This has been designed deliberately to discourage through traffic, and will therefore not contribute towards keeping traffic away from the town centre to the west.

3.7
Oxfordshire County Council’s term consultants, Halcrow Group Limited, have also been commissioned to contribute to the Didcot Study.  They have advised that, even without the additional 3,000 dwellings, the wider road network will be at capacity by 2016.  It therefore follows that measures need to be taken in order to offset the additional pressures which the proposed new development will bring.  Halcrow have also advised that, irrespective of where new residential development is located, a similar package of road improvement measures will be required to alleviate, or bypass, the pinch points.

3.8
Halcrow have modelled and tested the effects of various improvements in infrastructure.  These include increases in the capacity of the principal congested junctions, the construction of a Harwell Bypass (which would link the B4493 Harwell to Didcot Road with the A417 to the east of the A34); a Great Western Park Peripheral Road (in effect a northern extension of the Harwell Bypass as far as the A4130); a new Thames Crossing north of Didcot, which would take the B4106 Abingdon Road northwards between Appleford and Long Wittenham, to meet the A415 to the west of Clifton Hampden; and a Didcot Southern Perimeter Road between the southern end of the Harwell Bypass, across the B4016 near East Hagbourne, and across the railway line to meet the A4130 at Ladygrove East.  Halcrow’s analysis concludes that no single solution completely addresses the existing transport issues in Didcot or its immediate environs.  However, some of them do have the potential to offer some relief to the key points and to the local traffic network.

3.9
Of the infrastructure tested by Halcrow, the Harwell Bypass, together with its northern extension, and the Southern Perimeter Road would provide notable benefits to the local traffic network in the immediate Didcot area although not sufficient in themselves to resolve all the existing issues.  The Southern Perimeter Road and Thames Crossing would provide benefits at a more strategic level.  The study concludes that greater benefits would result if a package of measures, including improvements to existing junctions, were introduced.  The Halcrow report also suggests that improvements to the Chilton Road and Rowstock roundabout would bring significant benefits, but there is much more limited scope for improvements at the Milton Interchange and the Manor Bridge and Power Station roundabouts.

3.10
Clearly, improvements to the wider road network will be necessary if Didcot is to absorb additional residential growth.  While it is both possible and desirable that development should bear the cost of new road construction which is necessary to support it, the congestion of the wider road network requires that additional, central funding will be necessary to address some of these wider transport issues, including access to and from the A34.  For this reason, South Oxfordshire District Council has applied successfully for Didcot to become a Growth Point under the Government initiative.  This should help to unlock central funding for essential infrastructure necessary to support the growth.
3.11
Halcrow have undertaken further studies on the effect of new pieces of road infrastructure and have concluded that, in order to serve new development on areas 5 and 7, it would be necessary to construct both the Harwell Bypass and its northern extension.  If areas 3 and 4 were developed, then both the Harwell Bypass and that part of the Southern Perimeter Road between the Bypass and the B4106 at East Hagbourne would be necessary.  Halcrow have tested these possible developments on the County Transport Model for the Didcot area, and this has shown that there would be a substantial reduction in traffic through East and West Hagbourne as a result of the construction of the new roads.

3.12
It is therefore desirable that any new road infrastructure to the south or west of Didcot should be designed to serve a dual function, and be open to the ultimate possibility of a complete loop around Didcot to the south.  This, in turn, could have positive benefits for the wider, sub-regional road network, and take through traffic away from Harwell and East and West Hagbourne, as well as from Didcot itself.

3.13
Halcrow have investigated the accessibility of the nine potential development areas to Didcot town centre, railway station, local hospital and secondary schools, and to the two principal employment areas of Harwell and Milton Park.  These results are summarised in Table 3.1.  Distances to Abingdon and Oxford were also measured but these are not considered critical to the decision on the district split of housing.  There is no single ideal location which optimises access to all the destinations.  Unsurprisingly, the station is most accessible to the areas to the north of the railway line (especially area 7) while the town centre is most accessible to the nearest areas to the south of the railway line (2 and 3).

3.14
Areas 2, 3, 4 and 5 are closest to the existing and proposed secondary schools.  While substantial parts of most areas are not within easy walking distance (2km) of either the town centre or railway station, all lie within cycling distance (5km) and provision must therefore be made within any new development to encourage cycling as well as walking.  Accessibility to Milton Park and Harwell generally exceeds even comfortable cycling distances, and access by public transport will therefore need to be considered in the case of any new development.  

Table 3.1
Local Accessibility Measurements

Areas
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9

Town Centre
2.2
2.0
1.9
3.5
3.9
2.9
2.5
2.3
2.2

Station
2.4
2.2
2.4
3.9
3.8
2.2
1.9
1.8
2.3

Harwell IBC
9.9
9.0
6.0
4.6
6.2
9.5
10.1
8.7
9.8

Milton Park
6.2
6.0
5.9
4.9
3.9
3.6
5.4
2.1
6.1

S School
2.5
1.8
1.2
1.1
1.1
2.8
2.9
1.9
2.4

Hospital
3.5
3.3
2.1
2.2
2.6
3.2
3.7
2.4
3.4

TOTAL
26.7
24.3
19.5
20.2
21.5
24.2
26.5
20.2
26.2

Rank
9
6
1
2=
4
5
8
2=
7

Distances in km from the centre of each area to the location shown, measured in the shortest distance from the centre of each area to the nearest public road, and then the distance along the public road to the destination.

The distance is measured to the nearest secondary school.

This table excludes the distances to Abingdon and Oxford, which serve to distort the overall total figures.

3.15
A further consideration within Didcot is that the railway embankment provides a major barrier to north/south movement within the town.  The railway line is bridged between the Manor Bridge and Power Station roundabouts and at Foxhall Road bridge, and there are road underpasses at Cow Lane and Marsh Bridge, together with a pedestrian underpass between the east end of Broadway towards Hamble Road.  However, at Cow Lane the width of the underpass is sufficient only for one lane of traffic.

3.16
Apart from the need to address constraints on the local and strategic road networks, it is also desirable to improve accessibility within the town by investigating additional means for pedestrians and cyclists to cross the railway line.  If development were to take place on area 5, for example, steps could be taken to open the small underpass below the railway line to the east of the Milton Interchange to cyclists and pedestrians.  This would greatly enhance accessibility to the Milton Park employment area by sustainable transport means.

Flood Risk Assessment

3.17
The Environment Agency publishes maps which indicate those areas which are liable to flood.  These areas are divided into Zones 2 and 3, where Zone 3 represents the land most at risk from flooding (100 year event).  Current national planning guidance is set out in PPS 25, Development and Flood Risk, which was published on 7 December 2006.  This emphasises the need to take a risk-based approach to flooding issues at all levels of planning.  The guidance requires flood risk assessments to be carried out to the appropriate degree.  It also requires local authorities to adopt a sequential approach in the allocation of land for development, which means that the land to be considered first is that which is not subject to flood risk.  Land in Zone 2 should only be allocated for development where this is not available, and so on.  The guidance also highlights the need to reduce flood risk to and from new development through location, layout and design incorporating sustainable drainage systems (SUDS).

3.18
The councils, in partnership with the Environment Agency and others, commissioned a Flood Risk Assessment Study from HR Wallingford as part of this study.  The Flood Risk Assessment has enabled the areas potentially at risk from flooding within the study area to be identified with more precision than is shown on the current Environment Agency maps.  The results of this Flood Risk Assessment Study, as they relate to areas 5 and 7, which are the potential development areas most at risk from flooding, are illustrated in Map 2.  This shows that broadly the western half of area 7 and a small strip of land along the northern edge of area 5 are subject to flood risk.  In the terms of national planning guidance, therefore, these areas are not suitable for built development, as areas are potentially available at less risk from flooding, in line with the sequential approach.

3.19
The Flood Risk Assessment Study has also investigated the land to the south of Didcot, which is drained by Hakka’s Brook which runs broadly east/west through the Hagbournes.  However, apart from the water courses and drainage channels themselves, no degree of flood risk has been identified which would preclude development for this reason in this area.

3.20
At the time of writing, the Environment Agency has not had an opportunity to amend its maps to take account of the new information provided by the HR Wallingford Study.  However, given that the Agency was a party to the research, and has overseen the output, this seems highly likely.  On the basis of the evidence provided, therefore, it would appear that there is no substantial risk of flooding on area 5.  Approximately half of area 7, on the other hand, is subject to such a risk and built development should be avoided on this part of the area.  Table D2 in PPS 25 indicates that “amenity open space, nature conservation and biodiversity, outdoor sports and recreation and essential facilities such as changing rooms” constitute “Water-compatible Development”.  On this basis, open space, playing fields and changing facilities, which form part of the necessary infrastructure for the proposed housing development could, however, be accommodated on the land at risk of flooding.

Landscape Appraisal

3.21
A study of landscape considerations has been carried out as part of this overall study by Machin Bate Associates.  This has examined the potential impact of development on the nine possible areas on the wider landscape setting around Didcot.  The landscape appraisal has, in turn, been based on the South Oxfordshire Landscape Assessment, which was adopted as supplementary planning guidance by South Oxfordshire District Council in July 2003.

3.22
The landscape appraisal has included an analysis of landscape character, visual sensitivity, setting, sense of arrival, coalescence of villages and the agricultural quality of the soils.  The appraisal acknowledges that there are competing considerations, even within this list, and that other factors, such as flood risk and transport, need to be considered.  The landscape appraisal places due weight on the status of the Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty, which extends into areas 1 and 2, in relation to national planning guidance in PPS 7, which seeks to resist development within the designated area.  It also takes account of the fact that other constraints on development may put pressure on areas around Didcot which may be less appropriate for development in landscape terms.  Overall, the main issue is that the land which adjoins Didcot is generally flat.  Consequently development in any direction will potentially be highly visible from outside the town.

3.23
The landscape appraisal considers each of the nine potential development areas in detail and in the light of the factors set out in Table 3.2 below.


Table 3.2
Landscape Appraisal Factors
· development in the AONB should only be in exceptional circumstances

· avoid high quality, unspoilt (‘conserve’) landscapes which are least suitable for development

· avoid visually exposed prominent hillsides and ridgelines

· in open, visually exposed landscapes with weak structure, link development to existing built forms and introduce a new landscape framework

· development in overlooked areas, particularly when viewed in close proximity, is more difficult to assimilate than in flat landscapes

· anticipate and mitigate lighting proposals and highway infrastructure that would compound harmful landscape and visual impacts and exacerbate ‘urbanisation’  

· ensure the edge of any new development is assimilated and where possible eradicate or mitigate existing visually detracting townscape

· protect and reinforce green/rural approaches and ensure that development does not impact unacceptably on the sense of arrival into Didcot

· recognise and respect the need to avoid the coalescence of settlements 

· where possible, exploit the incidence of physical barriers, such as roads and railways, that help contain development and provide opportunities for a strong ‘defensible edge’.

3.24
The appraisal concludes that “there is no one Search Area which is an ideal candidate for development.  Each has disadvantages in landscape and visual terms.  Regardless of how development is laid out on the ‘preferred areas’ some landscape and visual harm is inevitable.”   Nevertheless, the landscape appraisal, in putting forward potential areas for development, seeks to limit the landscape damage, principally by setting back built areas to maintain “gateways” along the principal access routes, as well as buffers between the built up areas of Didcot and the adjoining villages, and through extensive landscape planting.  This would ideally be undertaken well in advance of development so that it could become established and provide a screen even before development commenced.

3.25
In accordance with the principles listed in Table 3.2, the landscape appraisal concludes that some development could be accommodated in areas around Didcot.  These conclusions are summarised Table 3.3 below.

Table 3.3
Potential Development Proposals from the Landscape Appraisal

Area 1:
Development not recommended.

Area 2:
Potential development to the west.

Area 3:
Potential development to the west of the dismantled railway. 

Area 4:
Potential development in a band contiguous with Great Western Park.

Area 5:
Potential development in the form of a limited extension to Great Western Park.

Area 6:
Potential development of the whole area.


Area 7:
Development not recommended.

Area 8:
Development not recommended.

Area 9:
Development not recommended.

3.26
The appraisal further acknowledges the complexities involved in the consideration of areas 5 and 7.  If development land could not be identified within the other areas, Area 5 possesses more scope for development than that shown by the limited extent in Table 3.3.

On the other hand, the appraisal considers that area 7 should be conserved and should be one of the last to be considered for development.  The appraisal concludes that “If, despite the preference to develop other areas first, Area 7 is still a necessary candidate, then a modicum of development might be contemplated….”  The location for such development should be towards the south west of the area, extending two fields to the east of Moor Ditch, and no further than the northern extent of the copse at the centre of the area.

3.27
From the landscape appraisal it is clear that any development around Didcot will cause some visual damage.  However, some locations are potentially more or less damaging than others.  Landscape considerations take their place alongside the other constraints on development considered in this study.  If the landscape considerations are outweighed by other factors in the case of any area or areas, the landscape appraisal nevertheless sets out important principles for minimising damage to the landscape and on integrating successfully any new development with the built up areas of Didcot and the surrounding villages.

Biodiversity

3.28
The policy background on the protection of areas of biodiversity value include Planning Policy Statement 9, Biodiversity and Geological Conservation, Policy EN2 in the Oxfordshire County Structure Plan 2016, Policies C6, C7 and C8, in the South Oxfordshire Local Plan 2011 and Policies NE1, NE2, NE4 and NE5 in the Vale of White Horse Local Plan 2011.  In summary, these require the protection of designated areas and species, and the maintenance and enhancement of biodiversity generally.

3.29
As part of this study, an Initial Biodiversity Assessment has been carried out by the South Oxfordshire District Council Countryside Officer.  This covered all the potential development areas and drew on existing biodiversity records and other information.  There are no sites in the study area of International, National or Regional importance, nor are there any sites of geological importance.  However, there are sites of County level and local importance.

3.30
Overall, biodiversity considerations will not preclude development in any area.  Of all the areas, area 3 contains habitats classified as being important at County level, although development would nevertheless be feasible on parts of this area.  Areas 1 and 5 also contain moderate biodiversity constraints, while area 7 has low to moderate constraints.  All the remaining areas contain a low level of constraints.  At this early stage in the planning process, the opportunity should be taken to note the need for mitigation and enhancement measures, particularly in connection with the relatively more important areas.  The details on the individual areas are set out below.

3.31
Area 1 comprises a mixture of improved pasture and arable land with hedgerows.  There is a County Wildlife Site to the south and small blocks of woodland to the north and west.  The assessment considered that the area was of local importance to biodiversity within its immediate locality, although if developed, it would be difficult to provide effective mitigation to protect adjacent habitats.

3.32
Area 2 consists of mainly arable land with small copses and is classified as being important only within the area itself.  Its loss would mainly affect farmland birds.  Opportunities for enhancement would involve the creation of meadows, small copses and ponds within and on the edge of the area.

3.33
Area 3 can be divided into two parts.  The land to the east of the former railway line is well used by local people with numerous footpaths and amenity areas.  There are playing fields, the Didcot Millennium Wood, the Sustrans cycle route along the course of the old railway, a burial ground, old allotments, old orchards, horse paddocks and pasture.  Part of the former railway embankment to the south of the area is a County Wildlife Site, due to the chalk grassland which it contains.

3.34
To the west of the former railway line, the land is predominantly arable, with improved pasture and an old orchard at Coscote Farm.  To the north east of the area, at Mowbray Fields, there is a Local Nature Reserve, which has been designated due to the wetland habitats which it supports.  Overall, the area can be classified as of County-level Importance.  However, the area is extensive, and contains considerable variation.  Broadly speaking, there are fewer constraints to the west and more along the corridor of the old railway line.  There are opportunities for expanding, linking and restoring habitats along this corridor.

3.35
Area 4 consists of arable land with improved pasture and a few mature hedgerows.  There are few biodiversity constraints on this area, and it is classified as being important only within its own boundaries.  Its loss would have most impact on farmland birds.  On the other hand, there are opportunities for habitat enhancement, which include the creation of meadows, small copses and ponds within and on the periphery of the area.

3.36
Area 5 comprises a mixture of arable land, improved and semi-improved pasture, with mature hedgerows and hedgerow trees and two watercourses running from north to south across the area.  Area 8, although detached and more sloping, contains many similar characteristics.  These areas contain both a more mature and a more intimate landscape as a result of the mature hedgerows and small fields.  Overall, the two areas have good potential for farmland birds and species such as bats and water voles.  However, they contain no designated wildlife sites, nor are there any confirmed records of rare or protected species.  The areas are therefore classified as being of local importance.

3.37
Development, especially on area 5, is likely to involve the disruption and loss of this habitat network.  It would be difficult to mitigate these effects, although there is some potential for biodiversity enhancement through the creation of small copses and meadows and the improvement of watercourses.

3.38
Area 6 consists of a mixture of improved and semi-improved pasture, with arable land to the west.  There are few hedgerows and a small area of scrub/copse in the centre.  There are no known biodiversity constraints in this area and a high level of disturbance from the surrounding land uses.  There are no records of protected species in this area, and there is little likelihood of them being present.

3.39
Area 7 comprises arable land to the north, with improved and semi-improved pasture to the south and south east, together with smaller, more enclosed fields, mature hedgerows and hedgerow trees.  There is a small copse in the centre of the area.  There are no protected areas or records of protected species in this area.  The south and south east has potential for farmland birds and bats within the hedgerows and trees.  Moor Ditch has the potential to support populations of water vole.

3.40
Area 9, the golf course, contains patterns of the former agricultural land use, with many former field hedges and trees still intact.  Apart from these, there has been a significant amount of tree planting in the area.  However, overall, the area has few biodiversity constraints and is important only within its own boundaries.

Agricultural Land Quality

3.41
The area surrounding Didcot contains substantial tracts of the Best and Most Versatile agricultural land (Grades 1, 2 and 3a).  This is illustrated in Map 3.  Planning policy at all levels states that such land should only be developed either where land of lesser quality is not available, or where other sustainability considerations outweigh the loss.  This policy starts with Planning Policy Statement 7, Sustainable Development in Rural Areas (paragraphs 28 to 29), and includes policies in both the Oxfordshire County Structure Plan (Policy EN3) and the two local plans (Policy C5 in the South Oxfordshire Local Plan 2016 and Policy DC11 in the Vale of White Horse Local Plan 2011).  Soil quality has not been addressed separately as it is one of the factors taken into account in the grading of the quality of agricultural land.

3.42
As an example of this, the Great Western Park development area, which consists principally of Grade 2 land, was chosen in 1998 over what is now area 7 in the current exercise, which consists principally of Grade 3b land.  The policy presumption in favour of the retention of good quality agricultural land was considered to be outweighed by the need for more sustainable transport links, especially on foot and by bicycle, between the proposed new development and Didcot town centre.

3.43
Map 3 illustrates the agricultural land quality around Didcot.  Area 2 contains the very best quality land, including an area of Grade 1.  Areas 3 and 4 consist predominantly of Grade 2 land.  Areas 5 and 8 are divided between Grades 3a and 3b.  Area 6 contains mostly Grade 2 land, with small areas of Grades 3a and 3b.  Areas 1, 7 and 9, on the other hand, consist mostly of Grade 3b, that is land below the Best and Most Versatile category, although there are areas of Grade 2 land along the fringes to the north and east. 

Minerals and Waste

3.44
Planning policies for minerals and waste are set out in both the Oxfordshire County Structure Plan 2016 and in the Oxfordshire Minerals and Waste Local Plan 1996.  In accordance with the provisions of the Planning and Compulsory Purchase Act 2004, Oxfordshire County Council is currently preparing a Minerals and Waste Development Framework, which will provide planning policies for the future.

3.45
Current policies allow for the working of minerals in appropriate locations.  There are existing workings to the north of Didcot at Sutton Courtenay.  Following the extraction of sand and gravel, the land is being filled with refuse prior to restoration.  The area contains a rail depot.

3.46
Areas 6 and 7 are known to contain gravel deposits.  Area 6 lies to the south of, and adjacent to, the Sutton Courtenay workings, and Oxfordshire County Council considers it to be suitable for gravel extraction.  The County Council has also advised that this would significantly constrain the area in respect of built development.  This, together with its unattractive location alongside industrial areas on two sides and adjacent to a landfill site, makes it a poor choice for housing development.

3.47
The north-western corner of area 7 also contains underlying sand and gravel deposits.  Oxfordshire County Council has advised that, unless it can be shown that there is an overriding need for development, the area which contains mineral deposits should be left undeveloped or the deposits extracted prior to any development, in line with policies contained in the Oxfordshire Structure Plan 2016.

3.48
It should also be noted that land to the north of area 7 has been the subject of landfilling in the past, at the former Pearith Pit, which is known to be generating landfill gas emissions, and that this will also constrain any built development in the vicinity.  The result of these constraints, together with the issue of flooding, is to restrict the land in area 7 which is suitable for development to the south and east.  No other area is affected by waste or minerals issues, although South Oxfordshire District Council’s Environmental Health Service has advised that detailed land contamination surveys should be undertaken before any development is permitted to take place.

Archaeology and Conservation

3.49
The Didcot area contains areas of archaeological interest, where in the past ancient remains and artefacts have been found and there is local evidence of Prehistoric, Roman and Saxon settlement.  However, there are no scheduled ancient monuments, although East and West Hagbourne (as well as Didcot itself) contain Conservation Areas, and there are numbers of listed buildings throughout the study area.

3.50
National planning policy guidance on Conservation and Archaeology is contained in PPGs 15 and 16, respectively.  Local planning authorities have a duty under Section 69 of the Planning (Listed Buildings and Conservation Areas) Act 1990 to designate as Conservation Areas any “areas of special architectural or historic interest the character or appearance of which it is desirable to preserve or enhance”.  The importance of a Conservation Area is not simply in the individual buildings which it contains.  Its character and setting are also important.  It follows that any proposed new development which is likely to encroach on either East or West Hagbourne will have to be designed carefully, so that the character and setting of the Conservation Areas are not compromised.  In addition, while all new built development should be well designed, proximity to a Listed Building or Conservation Area will require an even higher level of design skills in order to respect both character and setting.

3.51
With regard to archaeological remains, local planning authorities also have a duty to consider the impact of development.  In this respect, however, the Oxfordshire County Archaeological Service has advised that all the potential development areas would require “a staged process of desk-based assessment followed by a programme of field evaluation, prior to the determination of any formal planning application”.  It would therefore be appropriate for the district councils to seek to impose suitable planning conditions on any grant of planning permission in order to safeguard the archaeological interests of any development area.

Pollution and noise

3.52
South Oxfordshire District Council‘s Environmental Health Service has confirmed that no area is currently subject to an unacceptable level of air pollution.  Preliminary results from a study undertaken for the Vale of White Horse District Council show that a 10m buffer would need to be left alongside the A4130 and the A34.  Monitoring of Didcot Power Station shows emissions to be within prescribed limits, although episodes of localised pollution may occur occasionally.  The coal-fired power station is due to close by 2015, by which time stricter European environmental emission controls will be in place.

3.53
National planning policy guidance on Planning and Noise is set out in PPG 24.  The basic principle is to locate noise-sensitive land uses, including housing, away from unacceptable noise sources.  South Oxfordshire District Council‘s Environmental Health Service has confirmed that an environmental statement would be required in order to establish in detail the existing ambient noise levels in any of the proposed development areas.  The major contributors to ambient noise levels in the study area are likely to be the railway and the A34 carriageway.  Further work is ongoing to establish whether any area falls within noise zones C or D as defined in PPG 24, where noise-sensitive development should be avoided.  This is likely to affect only limited areas. 

Water and sewerage

3.54
The local water supply company, Thames Water, has advised that, since water is pumped around the Didcot area, no one area is preferable for development to another.  However, the company would support a small number of clearly defined large areas rather than a large number of smaller, less well defined areas, as it would be easier to provide the necessary water supply infrastructure.

3.55
Some supplies are obtained from groundwater aquifers.  The Environment Agency has advised that the majority of the potentially developable land to the south and west of Didcot is situated on a major aquifer.  Further west, just to the south of Milton Park, the land is classified as a minor aquifer.  Land to the north east of the railway line, however, is predominantly classified as a non-aquifer.  Major aquifers are “highly permeable formations usually with a known or probable presence of significant fracturing which may be highly productive and able to support large abstractions for public supply and other purposes”.  It follows that any development above such an aquifer would require careful design to ensure that contaminated waste water was not able to leak into the groundwater supply.

3.56
The Environment Agency has also advised that, due to the pressure on water resources in South East England, as well as the effects of climate change, designs for building and landscaping in the South East must incorporate measures to avoid water wastage.  The Agency therefore recommends the efficient use of water in all new homes, with water efficiency set at 120 litres per head per day, or better, and aiming for the highest standards outlined in the Code for Sustainable Buildings.

3.57
With regard to waste, Thames Water has advised that it is currently in the process of upgrading its network to accommodate the Great Western Park development.  For this reason, the company would prefer the development of areas 5 and 8, although area 4 could probably be pumped via the Great Western Park development as well.  Area 6, which is located to the north of the Didcot sewage treatment works, would be Thames Water’s third choice.  The worst case scenarios would be areas 1, 2, 3, 7 and 9, since existing network infrastructure could not cope and significant upgrades would be required.  However, of these, area 7 would be slightly easier, due to its relative proximity to the sewage treatment works.

Electricity, gas and telecommunications

3.58
It is understood that all the usual utilities could be made available to serve the proposed development.  High voltage electricity cables are carried above areas 2 and 6, and are likely to prohibitively expensive to move.  Any development of these areas would therefore need to leave a corridor approximately 30 metres either side of the centre line of the cables.

3.59
A high pressure national transmission gas pipeline crosses areas 6 and 7 from the gas-fired Didcot Power Station.  This pipeline has an easement with a nominal width of 12 metres either side.  It is understood that there is also an intermediate pressure gas pipeline which crosses these two areas.

Education and other infrastructure

3.60
Oxfordshire County Council Education Service has advised that a development of an additional 3,000 new homes would require two new primary schools.  In terms of secondary provision there may be a need for a fourth secondary school.  This will depend, in part, on the nature of the dwelling mix and the timing of the development. There would be a need for detailed assessment in due course.  A new development of 3,000 dwellings at Didcot would be expected to incorporate shops and recreational facilities in the same way as the Great Western Park development.  Clearly the details of this would be dependent on the location and configuration of the areas eventually chosen for development.

Coalescence

3.61
The potential impact of development on the character and setting of the Conservation Areas at East and West Hagbourne has already been considered above.  Policy G4 in the South Oxfordshire Local Plan 2011 and NE10 of the Vale’s Local Plan seek to protect the gap between settlements.  Existing planning policies also require new development to respect the attractive landscape setting of settlements, especially Policy C4.  This will intensify the need for careful location and design of any development in areas 2, 3 and 4 in order to avoid the settlements themselves simply being absorbed into the urban fabric of an expanding Didcot.

3.62
At the same time, any development adjacent to Didcot must be carefully designed in relation to the existing built development of the town.  As well as the provision of infrastructure and facilities for existing Didcot residents, any new development should provide an attractive urban extension, related to the form and character of the existing town.

Deliverability

3.63
It is important to ensure that the housing required is delivered during the relevant plan period.  Development can generally be delivered faster if there are a number of different areas under construction at the same time.  However, development areas need to be of a sufficient size to deliver the infrastructure and services needed.  Development contingent on the completion of major infrastructure or dependent on the completion of other areas of development may also constrain delivery rates.

3.64
Area 7 is likely to be the least constrained in terms of the ability to deliver new dwellings before the completion of Great Western Park.  Development to the west may be more difficult to bring forward until the completion of Great Western Park and is likely to require the early provision of new road infrastructure.

PUBLIC CONSULTATION

Introduction

4.1
An extensive programme of public consultation has been carried out as part of this study.  This has consisted of four main elements.  First, there was publicity in the local press, which included a press advertisement for the public exhibitions, together with a front page article in the Didcot Herald on 2 November 2006.  Secondly, there have been nine public exhibitions: three in Didcot and six in the surrounding villages, at which staff from both South Oxfordshire and the Vale of White Horse District Councils have been present to explain the proposals in more detail and to answer questions.

4.2
Coupled with this, three parish council meetings (at North Moreton, West Hagbourne and East Hagbourne) have been attended by Council staff to provide an explanation of the study and to answer questions. Thirdly, written consultations have been carried out with local bodies, including parish councils, together with individuals who have previously expressed an interest in housing developments and who are on the databases of the two district councils.  Finally, a leaflet and questionnaire form has been produced.  These were sent to the consultees and were made available on both the district councils’ and the County Council’s web areas.

4.3
Overall, more than 550 people attended the exhibitions.  In addition, 173 completed questionnaires have been received, either by post or on-line, and 17 other written responses have been received.  These are considered in turn below.

Exhibitions

4.4
The dates and locations of the nine exhibitions are listed in the schedule at Appendix 2.  Overall, attendance was greater in the villages than in Didcot itself, 394 and 156 respectively.  The exhibitions consisted of 15 information panels, with space to place red dots in answer to the three main questions posed: should redevelopment within Didcot also be considered, which three factors were regarded as  the most important in selecting a location for development, and which potential housing area was preferred?  

4.5
Of respondents at the exhibitions, 82% agreed with the principle of some redevelopment within Didcot to accompany greenfield development.  Some people felt that more information was necessary, for example which areas of Didcot were suitable for redevelopment, before they could comment.

4.6
The most important factor at the exhibitions which respondents felt should determine the choice of area was village identity (34%), followed by accessibility to the town centre, employment and to higher order services (20%), agricultural land quality (16%), wildlife (15%), flood risk (10%) and, finally, landscape quality (6%).  The fairly low rank of flood risk was, however, a surprise, given both local knowledge and the number of times that it was mentioned as a factor by visitors, together with the quantity of recent media coverage of this issue.

4.7
Overall, the most favoured location for development was area 7, to the north east of Didcot (48%), followed by area 5 to the west (24%).  Thereafter, 10% suggested area 9 (part of the Didcot Golf Course), 7% area 8 (the small piece of land omitted from the north of Great Western Park) and 6% area 6, which is located to the north of Didcot between the power station, gravel workings and Didcot industrial area.  Only 3% favoured area 3, to the south between Didcot and the two Hagbournes, while areas 1, 2 and 4, to the south east and south west of Didcot, attracted only 1% support each.

4.8
Although those who attended the exhibitions at Didcot included a number of people from the villages, there were some variations in the responses from those received at the village exhibitions.  First, there was less support for redevelopment in Didcot from the town (68%) than from the villages (88%).  Secondly, accessibility was regarded as the most important priority in Didcot (27%) as opposed to (17%) in the villages, while the villages highlighted the importance of village identity (39%) as opposed to those in Didcot (21%).  The risk of flooding was regarded as more important in Didcot (17%) than in the villages (7%), while the reverse was true of the value placed on agricultural land quality (16% in the villages, as opposed to 14% in Didcot).  Thirdly, while there was no difference in the ranking of the first two potential development locations (areas 7 and 5) between Didcot and the villages, respondents at Didcot placed area 3 third, with 10% of their choices.  In contrast, 10% of village respondents chose area 9, part of the golf course, as their third most popular area.

4.9
Many visitors to the exhibitions expressed concern about the whole exercise to allocate housing land near Didcot for a number of reasons.  First, many village residents felt that the character and setting of their particular village would be threatened if Didcot were to be extended in their direction.  In addition, the prospect of increased road traffic was considered to be a further cause for concern.  Some recognised that there would be a tendency for residents of a particular village to favour the area furthest away from them, and this was borne out, especially by the results from the exhibitions at Harwell and East Hagbourne.  In Harwell 65% of respondents favoured the development of area 7, the furthest away from the village, while the figure in East Hagbourne was 68%, the highest individual proportion.  In contrast, 58% of the respondents at Long Wittenham favoured area 5, to the west of Didcot, while the proportion at Appleford in favour of area 5 was 60%.

4.10
Some respondents at the exhibitions took the view that it would be better for the proposed development at Great Western Park to have been completed, so that its effect could be judged, before taking a decision on the location to be developed next.  A significant number of residents in both Didcot and the surrounding villages considered that any further residential development should take place away from Didcot, perhaps in the Green Belt to the south of Oxford.  Didcot Town Council, together with a number of adjoining parish councils, has made submissions to the EiP Panel to this effect.

4.11
A range of other points was raised by respondents.  These included the need for infrastructure, whether roads or water supply, as well as the need to minimise the environmental footprint of any new development.  This would entail power generation, whether by photovoltaic cells or home generators, the harvesting of rainwater and recycling of “grey” water, and the thermal efficiency of the buildings themselves.  This is an emerging theme in planning generally, and it would be a useful step for the three councils to put down an environmental marker in this way to potential developers.

4.12
After the principle of development, the issue of road infrastructure was the concern most frequently raised by respondents.  Many referred to the Didcot Area Integrated Transport Strategy and to the need for a Harwell Bypass, not least since this would relieve traffic through West Hagbourne, as well as Harwell itself.  The need for a Didcot Ring Road and a new Thames crossing were also mentioned.  Some acknowledged that, should a new road such as the proposed Harwell Bypass be constructed, it would result in improved accessibility to the south west of Didcot, and to the likelihood that housing development would follow in that locality.

4.13
After roads and traffic congestion, the risks of local flooding was another important concern.  Many local residents of long standing had anecdotal evidence of areas liable to flood which were not recorded on the Environment Agency’s map, which was displayed at the exhibition.  Some mentioned the problems which arose when drainage channels were not properly maintained, as seemed increasingly to be the case.

Questionnaire responses

4.14
In addition to the responses at the exhibitions, 117 questionnaire responses have been received by post and 56 on-line.  Of these responses, 93% favoured the principle of redevelopment within Didcot, while only 7% were against.   Village identity was again the priority most often chosen by respondents (28%), followed by accessibility (21%), landscape (15%), agricultural land quality (14%), flood risk (12%) and, finally, wildlife (9%).   Once again, area 7 was the most frequently chosen, although by a much narrower margin (24%), followed in turn by area 5 (19%), then area 9 (13%), area 8 (12%), area 4 (10%), area 6 (8%), area 1 (6%), area 2 (5%) and finally area 3 (3%).  West Hagbourne Parish Council promoted a campaign to resist the choice of any area around Didcot for development.  As a result, 21% of the questionnaires returned stated that none of the potential housing locations was suitable for development.

4.15
Many additional comments have been received with the questionnaires.   Although the opportunity was offered to consultees to suggest additional potential constraints on development, most raised more general points about the whole exercise.

4.16
The largest number of responses concerned the need for the provision of additional infrastructure generally (mentioned 50 times).  Many respondents felt that such infrastructure, including additional facilities for the surrounding villages, should be provided in advance of any new housing development.  One response called for new civic buildings to accompany the expansion of Didcot.  Other specific facilities mentioned included healthcare, especially general practitioner services (8), water supply (6), additional shops (5), schools (4), police (2), with the fire service, sewerage and more entertainment each receiving one mention.

4.17
Within the general heading of infrastructure, however, traffic and transport issues comprised the most important topic.  The need for new roads and transport infrastructure, including the need for a Harwell/West Hagbourne Bypass, improvements to the A34, a “proper ring road” and a new Thames Crossing, together received 40 mentions.  Concern about traffic levels and congestion was raised in 27 responses.  Public transport, including the need for improved rail and bus services, was mentioned 24 times, and the need for a high level of accessibility, especially to town centre facilities and places of work, 18 times.  Four respondents mentioned the need for improved parking facilities in Didcot, for both the town centre and the railway station.  Three suggested the need to promote sustainable transport modes, including cycling, as part of any new development.  A further two respondents made the case for new speed limits throughout the area and one for road safety generally.

4.18
A number of additional factors to assist in the selection of areas were mentioned.  These included the potential impact of development on conservation areas and listed buildings (22), the loss of tranquillity (19), and the need for additional employment (12).  Seven respondents mentioned the need to conserve wildlife; in particular some felt that additional work was desirable to survey what might be lost by development.  One response raised the idea that new development should include “green infrastructure” to provide new wildlife habitats.  Six responses listed pollution as a possible limiting factor for development, while additional emphasis was placed on the need to conserve agricultural land (6), the landscape (5), to avoid areas at risk from flooding (4) and the need to protect aquifers (1).  One response made the point that there was a need to safeguard the quality of life in both Didcot and the surrounding villages.

4.19
A number of points were made about the principle of development.  In this respect, the predominant feeling was either that additional housing growth was not wanted at all, or that none of the nine potential locations around Didcot was suitable for development.  A substantial number of responses (34) expressed the view that Didcot should be allowed to “settle down” and to absorb the growth planned for Great Western Park and Ladygrove East before being required to take an additional 3,000 dwellings.  22 respondents felt that development should go, not to Didcot, but rather to the south of Oxford, in the Green Belt, to other towns in Central Oxfordshire, or to other settlements generally, including “organic” growth in the villages.  In support of this, four responses pointed out that Didcot was essentially a dormitory town.  In contrast, 13 felt that there should be no expansion of Didcot into the surrounding villages, and that the villages and/or the intervening countryside should be preserved.  Two responses suggested the need for a Didcot “green belt” to protect the villages.  12 respondents felt that brownfield areas in Didcot itself should be developed fist, before any peripheral development was contemplated.

4.20
Other points made in the responses include the need to integrate any planned urban extension with the existing settlement through good design (2 mentions).  One raised the need to design and integrate new housing development carefully with the existing town, in order to avoid the creation of ghettoes in the future.  Six respondents suggested that the potentially redundant power station area should be considered for housing development.  Ten responses suggested that development should be to the west of Didcot, in order to be close to the main employment areas.  On the other hand, five felt that development should be to the east, to be closer to the town centre and its amenities.  One response suggested that, as Didcot was effectively severed by the railway line and that most facilities lay to the south, future development should take the form of a separate “North Didcot” with its own set of facilities to serve the area on this side of the line.  Two drew attention to the need for further investment in Didcot town centre, one describing it as “dreadful”.

4.21
Two responses emphasised the need to distinguish in the study between ground water and flood risk.  One drew attention to the fact that there seemed to be plenty of houses for sale in Didcot, which suggested that there was little need for more to be built.  Two respondents criticised the adequacy of the consultation exercise, expressly citing the Growth Points initiative, which had not been the subject of any consultation before its promotion by South Oxfordshire District Council.  Two respondents called for more information before a decision was taken on the location for new development.  One stressed the need for any development proposal to conform to the principles in the Local Plan.  Finally, one response suggested that there was a need for more than one area to be selected, while another emphasised the advantage of a single choice, which would enable the maximum amount of community benefit to be realised through a legal agreement with the developer.

Other consultation responses

4.22
Written responses have also been received from a number of organisations, including the Highways Agency, Thames Water and First Great Western, together with several landowners and developers, Didcot Town Council, four parish councils, the Thirteen Parishes Group and several individuals.  Many of these also included questionnaire responses.  The Highways Agency notes that additional residential development in this area would increase the pressure on the A34.  This, in turn, would lead to extended peak hours and “rat running” on local roads.  Development on areas 5 and 8 would be likely to have the most impact on the A34.  First Great Western, while having no comment to make on the detail of locations for potential new development, expressed its interest in working with the local authorities to ensure that the railway station and its services are suitable for the town’s growing population.

4.23
Thames Water notes that, since water is pumped around the Didcot catchment, there is little to choose among the areas.  On the other hand, the sewerage network is being upgraded to accommodate Great Western Park, so areas 5 and 8 would be the easiest to serve as an extension to this, with area 4 as the next choice, followed by area 6.  Areas 1, 2, 3, 7 and 9 would all require significant upgrades to the system, although, of these, area 7 would be slightly easier due to its closer proximity to the existing sewage treatment works.

4.24
As already noted, Didcot Town Council is opposed to the principle of development in the Didcot area, and this view was generally echoed in the responses received from the parishes.  Many reiterated the need for the town to be able to consolidate following development at Great Western Park and Ladygrove East.  Among the responses received from the parish councils, there was more support for development to the west of Didcot (area 5) than elsewhere.  Not surprisingly, landowners and developers highlighted the advantages of their own chosen locations.

4.25
Waste Recycling Group, which operates the Sutton Courtenay landfill area, has drawn attention to the fact that planning consent exists for 7 million cubic metres of landfill on its operational area to the north of area 6 and close to area 7.  In order to ensure the management of landfill gas and other emissions from the area, this would render housing development on area 6 “highly inappropriate” in terms of the Environment Agency’s guidelines, although alternative uses of the land would be possible.
Overview

4.26
The two district councils carried out a similar public consultation in June and July 1998.  That exercise resulted in the choice of Great Western Park for the development of 3,300 dwellings.  At that time, the final choice of area was changed by Oxfordshire County Council from the equivalent of area 7 to Great Western Park, adjacent to the present area 5, in what was acknowledged to be a finely balanced decision.  What was interesting, therefore, was that two-thirds of the respondents to the questions chose either area 5 or area 7 in the present consultation exercise.

4.27
Additional development at Didcot is generally perceived as a threat by residents in the surrounding villages, particularly to the character of the villages and to their way of life, although this perception was much less so in the case of those who live in Didcot itself.  Existing road and rail traffic congestion was frequently cited as a reason for opposition to development, and this point was often expanded to suggest that Oxford was a much better location for development, since residents there would not need to travel as far as those in Didcot for employment and other services.  Another point which was raised frequently was the desirability of new roads and social infrastructure to be made available before any additional housing development took place.

4.28
The Councils have sought to emphasise to the public at this stage that the present exercise has been to identify the division of housing figures between the two districts.  It has been made clear that further consultation on the detailed choice of areas would follow in due course as part of the normal planning process.  

AREA APPRAISALS

5.1
This section considers the attributes and constraints of the nine potential development areas around Didcot (see Map 1).  Although no precise area boundaries have been defined, in each case the approximate developable area has been identified for the purposes of estimating its development capacity.  Potential dwelling numbers have been calculated on the basis of a gross density of 20 dwellings per hectare.  This figure includes a sufficient allowance to provide for the development of access roads, open space and landscape buffers, as well as for other necessary infrastructure, including two primary schools, healthcare facilities, local shops and community facilities.

Area 1

5.2
Area 1 extends to approximately 30 hectares and could provide in the order of 600 dwellings at a gross density of 20 dwellings per hectare.  Its contribution to the overall housing figure would therefore be small.  There is good potential access from the A4130 to the north, while accessibility to the railway station and town centre is also relatively good.   The area is further away from the main employment areas at Milton Park and Harwell, as well as from Abingdon and Oxford by foot, cycle and public transport.  The area is capable of development independently from development at Great Western Park and Ladygrove East.

5.3
The risk of flooding and the quality of agricultural land are not limiting factors here, although development of the area would have a substantial impact on the local landscape.  There are two small pieces of woodland in this area, with commensurate potential for wildlife.  However, the key factor here is that virtually the whole area falls within the North Wessex Downs Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty.  Under planning guidance, development should only be permitted in AONBs in exceptional circumstances and in the absence of any reasonable alternative.  Alternative areas are certainly available at Didcot, and the development of area 1 at the present time may therefore be ruled out on this ground alone.

Area 2

5.4
The eastern part of area 2 also lies within the AONB and a high voltage power cable crosses the area from north to south, which would require a corridor of approximately 60 metres (30 metres either side of the centre line) free from development for amenity and safety reasons.  The wildlife value of the area is low, but it contains the very best quality agricultural land in the area.  In terms of impact on the landscape, the development of up to approximately 30 hectares in the north-west corner would have the least impact, but this would require new road access and would not so much encroach on, as largely fill the present green gap between Didcot and East Hagbourne.  While there is potentially good access on foot and by bicycle to the town centre and railway station, access to the main employment areas, Oxford and Abingdon is less good.

5.5
Area 2 is at best capable of providing between 500 and 700 dwellings on a total area of up to 35 hectares, and this is largely dependent on the provision of major new road infrastructure.  The western part of the area could be served by a road access taken from the B4016 between Didcot and Hagbourne, but access through the Fleet Meadow area to the northern tip of the area would be more difficult.  However, if a new road link with a bridge across the railway line to the east were to be provided as part of the construction of a Didcot southern relief road, then parts of area 2 would lend themselves more readily to residential development.  In the absence of this major infrastructure, however, area 2 is best relegated to a low priority at the present time.

Area 3

5.6
This area contains the most sensitive wildlife areas in the overall study area, including the chalk grassland on the former railway embankment, which is of County-level importance, and a local nature reserve.  It also consists mostly of Grade 2 agricultural land.  Land to the east of the former railway includes a graveyard and a playing field, and this green space forms an important barrier between Didcot and East Hagbourne, and helps to give this attractive village with its conservation area its character and setting.

5.7
To the west of the former railway line, however, there is a area of approximately 40 hectares, which would yield about 800 dwellings.  The impact of development in this area on the landscape could be mitigated by substantial screen planting along the western, southern and eastern margins.  To access this area the Harwell Bypass and part of the Didcot southern relief road will be needed.

5.8
Area 3 contains some Best and Most Versatile agricultural land, mostly Grade 2, with small pockets of Grade 3a.  The area is of moderate biodiversity interest, and contains an area of County-level importance and a local nature reserve.  There are no serious flood risks, although the drainage of the land at the northern edge of this area would need to be considered carefully.  This area is quite close to the town centre, the nearest secondary school and Didcot local hospital, but is further away from Milton Park and Harwell employment areas.  It could, however, be developed independently from Great Western Park.

Area 4

5.9
Area 4 straddles the boundary between South Oxfordshire and Vale of White Horse Districts. It extends to approximately 150 hectares and could accommodate up to 3,000 dwellings.  Part of this area (approximately 35 hectares, capable of supporting up to 700 dwellings) lies in the Vale of White Horse District.

5.10
This area is the furthest away from the railway station, but is closer to the two main employment areas.  It contains some of the Best and Most Versatile agricultural land (Grade 2) and its development would threaten the gap between Didcot and West Hagbourne.  The landscape study has, however, identified an area of up to 70 hectares where development would have least impact on the landscape, provided it was mitigated by extensive screen planting along its edges, in particular to provide a landscape buffer to protect the setting of West Hagbourne.

5.11
 To access this area the Harwell bypass and part of the Didcot southern relief road will be needed.  This would make development in this area more accessible by road to destinations across Central Oxfordshire.  If this area were to be developed, land should be reserved for a further section of the southern relief road to be added in due course.  The road infrastructure necessary for the development of areas 3 and 4 is illustrated in Map 4.

Area 5

5.12
Area 5 lies wholly within the Vale of White Horse District.  It comprises almost 180 hectares and could accommodate in excess of 3,000 dwellings.   Although it contains some areas of Grade 3a agricultural land, most of the land is graded 3b, which is not the Best and Most Versatile agricultural land.  The initial biodiversity appraisal has suggested that there is potential for water voles on the area.  Mitigation measures to safeguard habitats or to re-provide them off-area would therefore be necessary.

5.13
According to the Strategic Flood Risk Assessment for Didcot, carried out by HR Wallingford, flooding does not appear to be a particular problem, save for the extreme northern edge of the area. 

5.14
The area is bounded by the A4130 to the north and by the A34 which forms the western boundary.  Some limited areas may be affected by noise.  Although any development on this area would require careful integration with the development proposals for Great Western Park, development at either the northern or southern edges could be served directly from the A4130 or B4493 respectively.  Land should be reserved for a potential link road between the A4130 to the north and the B4493 to the south, linking with the proposed Harwell Bypass.  The landscape study has identified an area in the north-eastern part of area 5 which extends to approximately 20 hectares, the development of which would have the least impact on the landscape, subject to appropriate screen planting.  The road infrastructure necessary for the development of areas 5 and 7 is illustrated in Map 5.

Area 6

5.15
Area 6 also lies wholly in the Vale of White Horse District.  It extends to approximately 25 hectares and could accommodate in the order of 500 dwellings.  Most of the area consists of Grade 2 agricultural land, with the exception of the eastern edge.  There is little wildlife interest, and no flood risk.  On the other hand, the area is known to contain sand and gravel deposits.  Oxfordshire County Council has advised that, in accordance with the Structure Plan and Minerals Local Plan, this must be extracted before any development could take place.

5.16
Although adjacent to the Didcot northern perimeter road, this area lies to the north of industrial development, to the east of the Didcot power stations, and to the south of existing minerals and landfill areas.  It is also traversed by two high voltage power cables and a high pressure gas pipeline.  It is not, therefore an appropriate area for residential development on amenity grounds. 

Area 7

5.17
This area extends to over 240 hectares.  Moor Ditch forms the boundary between South Oxfordshire and Vale of the White Horse Districts, and approximately 24 hectares fall in the latter.  Minerals are known to lie in this north-western area and Oxfordshire County Council has indicated that they should either be safeguarded from development or extracted before any development takes place.  The landscape appraisal has indicated that the development of this area would be highly visible from the rising ground to the north east near Wittenham Clumps and therefore potentially the most intrusive of the nine potential development areas in the landscape.

5.18
Just under half of area 7 is currently shown as liable to flood on the Environment Agency’s maps.  The Strategic Flood Risk Assessment for Didcot has confirmed that this is still the case and built development should be restricted to the eastern part of the area.  The remaining area could accommodate about 2000 dwellings.

5.19
This area contains low to medium biodiversity interest.  It consists mostly of Grade 3b agricultural land, except along the northern edge, where it is Grade 2.  A high voltage power cable runs across the southern edge of the area and a high pressure gas pipeline also crosses it.  It is well served by the Didcot northern perimeter road, and would be capable of development independently from Great Western Park or Ladygrove East.  Development in this area would increase traffic through the northern villages.

Area 8

5.20
This area was excluded from Great Western Park, largely because it did not lend itself readily for development.  It is small (approximately 6 hectares) and could accommodate only about 100 dwellings.  It slopes fairly steeply, and is highly visible from the A4130 road to the north.  The wildlife interest is provided by the mature trees and hedgerows on the area, which contain potential for supporting rare and protected species.

5.21
The characteristics of this area do not make it particularly suitable for housing development and, at best, it could only make a token contribution towards the 3,000 dwellings needed.

Area 9

5.22
This area currently contains part of a golf course.  It extends to approximately 32 hectares and could theoretically support about 600 dwellings.  This would require the relocation of part of the golf course.  If this could not be achieved immediately adjacent to the remainder of the golf course, then the whole course would require relocation.  Studies carried out for South Oxfordshire District Council suggest a continuing need for golf courses at Didcot, so, given that alternative land is available for housing development, it makes little sense to place this area high on the list of priorities.

5.23
Area 9 lies on rising ground, immediately adjacent to the North Wessex Downs Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty.  Any development would therefore have to be integrated carefully into the landscape.  There is little inherent biodiversity interest.  The land also adjoins the Ladygrove East development area.  A new perimeter road is planned to serve this development when it takes place, and the development of area 9 could not take place until this has been completed.

Overall Assessment

5.24
This exercise has sought to identify potentially developable land near Didcot so that the three councils can respond to the allocation of 3,000 additional dwellings at Didcot in the draft South East Plan for the period between 2016 and 2026.  At this stage this response is restricted to the division of the 3,000 figure between South Oxfordshire District Council and Vale of White Horse District Council.  

5.26
There is no clear solution to the present search for areas for additional residential development around Didcot.  While nine areas are potentially available, no single one of them is completely free from physical or policy constraints.  While area 5 could, in theory, accommodate 3,000 dwellings, there is a need to ensure deliverability of the required number of dwellings within the prescribed timescale.  Didcot currently awaits the development of some 3,300 dwellings on one area at Great Western Park.  While it is anticipated that this development should commence within the next 18 months, its completion may take some time.  The selection of a further, single large area may therefore pose some logistical problems for its development, particularly if this would be dependent on the timely completion of Great Western Park.  The solution therefore requires the selection of more than one area.

5.27
Area 1 may be relegated to a low priority for development on AONB grounds, and area 2 on the grounds of AONB designation and the high quality of its agricultural land, together with the lack of major road infrastructure.  Area 6 may also be regarded as a low priority due to its inappropriate location for residential development and to the presence of sand and gravel which would need to be extracted before any development could take place.  Area 9 is also a low priority since its development, immediately adjacent to the AONB, would require the re-provision of the golf course in another location.  Area 8, with its potentially tiny contribution to housing need and its general unsuitability for built development may also be placed well down the list.

5.28
This leaves areas 3, 4, 5 and 7, all of which have physical or policy constraints.  As discussed above, it is suggested that more than one area would be necessary to deliver 3,000 dwellings.

5.29
Provided that a suitable new road access was provided, the north-western part of area 3 could be developed.  The impact on wildlife and encroachment towards East and West Hagbourne would have to be handled carefully, and there would be the loss of good agricultural land.  Nevertheless, subject to these caveats, something in the order of 800 to 900 dwellings could be developed on this area.

5.30
Area 4 is also potentially developable.  Once again, new road access would be necessary, but this could be combined with the provision of a link road between the B4493 and the A417, which would constitute a bypass for both Harwell and West Hagbourne.  Depending on the location of this road infrastructure, a total of between 2,100 to 2,200 dwellings could be developed, approximately 700 of these in the Vale of White Horse District.  Indeed, depending on the alignment of the road infrastructure, this overall development area could extend into the south-eastern part of area 5, also in the Vale of White Horse, adding a potential further 200 dwellings.  As in the case of area 3, good agricultural land would be lost if this area were to be developed.

5.31
Both areas 5 and 7 were previously identified as subject in part to the risk of flooding.  Detailed studies have now suggested that this risk is not justified in the case of area 5, although area 7 still contains much land to the west which lies in a re-designated Flood Zone 3.  However, the area considered to be at risk from flooding could be used for open space and recreation facilities in association with the development of the land.

5.32
The development of Area 5, which extends into the triangle formed by the A34 to the west and the A4130 to the north, would require careful design in order to integrate it satisfactorily into the urban fabric of Didcot.  This is especially so since Great Western Park has been designed to provide a soft “green edge” along its sloping western margin, which would then be “leapfrogged” by new development.  Noise factors would also need to be taken into account.  It could be argued that, if area 5 were to be developed, a northern extension should be provided to the proposed Harwell Bypass, in order to link the A4130 with the B4493.  Given these constraints, it would still be possible to develop up to 3,000 dwellings on area 5, all of them within the Vale of White Horse.

5.33
The development of area 7 would also have to be handled skilfully in order to achieve good urban design.  The high visibility of development in this area within the wider landscape, together with the fact that only the eastern half of the area would be suitable for built development suggests that any extension northwards should be limited, certainly within the framework of the present exercise.  

5.34
An important point which has emerged from the consultation exercise has been the need to ensure that any new development at Didcot should be designed to the highest standards and should incorporate the latest sustainability provisions, including noise and heat insulation, integral power generation, whether from photo-voltaic cells or wind generators, and water conservation and recycling measures.  Such measures would be additional to the provision of sustainable transport, such as frequent dedicated bus services, footpaths and cycleways.  Although not specifically required in the present broad study, these measures should be identified as requirements at the earliest possible stage in the detailed planning process which will follow.

APPENDIX 1

SUSTAINABILITY APPRAISAL
A.1
This Appendix comprises an initial sustainability appraisal of the Didcot Area Housing Study – Meeting the Regional Requirement. This has been conducted by testing the nine potential housing areas against the 17 Sustainability Objectives which were identified in the South Oxfordshire District Council’s Local Development Framework Sustainability Appraisal Scoping Report (2006).

A.2
The Sustainability Scoping Report sets out how the Council intends to carry out the process of sustainability appraisal.  The current exercise to determine the split of housing development between South Oxfordshire and the Vale of White Horse District Councils does not form part of any Local Development Framework, and therefore does not require an appraisal under the statutory procedure.  Nevertheless, an initial appraisal has been carried out as a first indication of the potential environmental impact of development around Didcot.

A.3
Clearly any development on a greenfield area will have a potential environmental impact.  The value attached to each factor: landscape value, agricultural land quality, wildlife and so on, will be potentially decisive.  At this stage, all the factors have been weighted equally, so the results are not conclusive.

A.4
The 17 Sustainability Objectives which have been identified by South Oxfordshire District Council as part of the Local Development Scheme are listed in Table A.1 below.

Table A.1
South Oxfordshire District Council Sustainability Objectives
1.
To help provide existing and future residents with the opportunity to live in a decent home.

2.
To help to create safe places for people to use and for businesses to operate and to reduce anti-social behaviour.

3.
To improve accessibility for everyone to health, education, recreation, cultural and community facilities and services.

4.
To maintain and improve people’s health, well-being and community cohesion.

5.
To reduce harm to the environment by seeking to minimise pollution of all kinds.

6.
To improve travel choice and accessibility, reduce the need for travel by car, and shorten the length and duration of journeys.

7.
To conserve and enhance biodiversity.

8.
To protect and enhance the district’s open spaces and countryside and, in particular, those areas designated for their landscape importance.

9.
To protect and enhance the district’s historic environment and to ensure that new development is of a high quality design and reinforces local distinctiveness.

10.
To seek to address the causes and effects of climate change by:

(a)
securing sustainable building practices which conserve energy, water resources and materials; and

(b)
maximising the proportion of energy generated from renewable sources.

11.
To reduce the risk of flooding and resulting detriment to public well-being, the economy and the environment.

12.
To seek to minimise waste generation and encourage the re-use of waste through recycling, composting or energy recovery.

13.
To improve efficiency in land use and reduce development pressure on the countryside and natural resources/material assets, such as landscape, minerals, biodiversity and soil quality.

14.
To ensure high and stable levels of employment.

15.
To assist in the development of:

(a)
a strong, innovative and knowledge-based economy that delivers high value-added, sustainable, low-impact activities; and

(b)
small firms, particularly those that maintain and enhance the rural economy.

16.
To assist in the development of a skilled workforce to support the long term competitiveness of the district by raising education achievement levels and encouraging the development of the skills needed for everyone to find and remain in work.

17.
To encourage the development of a buoyant, sustainable tourism sector.

A.5
The application of these objectives to the nine potential development areas is set out in Table A.2 below.

Table A.2
Assessment of the potential housing areas around Didcot against the Sustainability Objectives
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Sustainability Objective 1: To help provide existing and future residents with the opportunity to live in a decent home.
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A.6
All areas are capable of providing additional housing to the required standard.  However the comparatively small sizes of areas 1, 6, 8 and 9 will produce only small numbers of new dwellings.

Sustainability Objective 2: To help to create safe places for people to use and for businesses to operate and to reduce anti-social behaviour.
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A.7
There is no evidence to be able to form a judgement between the areas as crime and safety figures are not available below district level.  Any development should, however, be designed to minimise opportunities for crime.

Sustainability Objective 3: To improve accessibility for everyone to health, education, recreation, cultural and community facilities and services.
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A.8
Facilities and services are generally available in towns, and their provision in Didcot does not favour any particular area or areas.  It will be important, however, to ensure that appropriate educational, retail social and recreational facilities are provided as an integral part of any additional development at Didcot.  The community benefits package proposed in connection with the Great Western Park development provides an indication of the approach to be taken in the future. 

Sustainability Objective 4: To maintain and improve people’s health, well-being and community cohesion.
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A.9
The effect on people’s health and wellbeing will be generally beneficial across all areas.  The exception to this is area 6, where the surrounding environment of power stations, industrial premises and landfill is not the most attractive.  The additional population will also help to maintain the viability of facilities and services.  The provision of new or improved community and leisure facilities in association with the proposed new dwellings will be important for all potential areas.

Sustainability Objective 5: To reduce harm to the environment by seeking to minimise pollution of all kinds.
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A.10
Development in any area will result in some pollution.  The area or areas which results in the least use of the private car will be the most beneficial.  However, in the Didcot context there is little to choose between areas in this respect.  Moreover, the pollution generated by the use of the new houses is likely to be similar for all areas and will be determined to a greater extent by the detailed design of the proposals rather than their location.


Sustainability Objective 6: To improve travel choice and accessibility, reduce the need for travel by car, and shorten the length and duration of journeys.
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A.11
The choice of Didcot as a location for development is influenced by its proximity to substantial and growing centres of employment at Milton Park and Harwell International Business Centre.  In this respect all the potential housing locations would have an equal positive correlation with this objective.


Sustainability Objective 7: To conserve and enhance biodiversity.
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A.12
As stated elsewhere in this report, no individual area is a complete barrier to development on account of its biodiversity.  However, the most sensitive locations are areas 1, 3, 5 and 8, with area 3 perhaps the most important of these.  The development of any of the areas will result in some loss of biodiversity, although new development of the size proposed in this exercise will provide opportunities to include wildlife enhancement schemes.


Sustainability Objective 8: To protect and enhance the district’s open spaces and countryside and, in particular, those areas designated for their landscape importance.
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A.13
Since all the potential areas represent greenfield development, all would result in some conflict with this objective.  However, areas 1 and 2 fall within the North Wessex Downs Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty, where development would be particularly harmful.  All new development will be required to make provision for adequate open space to serve the needs of the population.


Sustainability Objective 9: To protect and enhance the district’s historic environment and to ensure that new development is of a high quality design and reinforces local distinctiveness.
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A.14
East and West Hagbourne are the villages closest to Didcot and would be most affected by new development.  Both contain Conservation Areas at their core and both have a scattering of listed buildings.  In such cases it is important to secure and enhance their character and setting, and development on areas 2, 3 and 4 would conflict with this objective to some extent.  An important proviso for development in these areas would be to provide landscape buffers as far as possible.


Sustainability Objective 10: To seek to address the causes and effects of climate change by:

(a)
securing sustainable building practices which conserve energy, water resources and materials; and

(b)
maximising the proportion of energy generated from renewable sources.
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A.15
Any new housing will inevitably result in the use of energy, water and materials.  However, future planning policies will seek to encourage sustainable building practices and to increase the proportion of on-area renewable energy sources for all new developments in order to address climate change issues.


Sustainability Objective 11: To reduce the risk of flooding and resulting detriment to public well-being, the economy and the environment.
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A.16
A specific Flood Risk Assessment has been carried out as part of the overall Didcot study.  This has shown that area 5 and, especially, area 7 will be affected to some extent by flood risk.  However, any development in these areas will be guided by the sequential test and precautionary principle set out in PPG 25.


Sustainability Objective 12: To seek to minimise waste generation and encourage the re-use of waste through recycling, composting or energy recovery.
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A.17
The effects of development on each area are likely to be similar.  South Oxfordshire District Council collects most recyclable materials at the kerbside, with the exception of glass and clothing.  Detailed design will be important when the agreed option is finally implemented, for example the design of properties in order to accommodate recycling containers.


Sustainability Objective 13: To improve efficiency in land use and reduce development pressure on the countryside and natural resources/material assets, such as landscape, minerals, biodiversity and soil quality.
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A.18
The chief factor within this objective is the quality of agricultural land.  Areas 2, 3, 4 and 6 all contain Best and Most Versatile agricultural land, although their development could be permitted in order to meet other sustainability objectives, as happened in the selection of Great Western Park.

Sustainability Objective 14: To ensure high and stable levels of employment.
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A.19
None of the areas will directly influence levels of employment.  On the other hand, the development of additional housing at Didcot will enable wider sustainability objectives to be met by reducing travel to work distances from Milton Park and Harwell.

Sustainability Objective 15: To assist in the development of:

(a)
a strong, innovative and knowledge-based economy that delivers high value-added, sustainable, low-impact activities; and

(b)
small firms, particularly those that maintain and enhance the rural economy.
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A.20
Housing construction will have a limited impact on the first part of this objective, especially if there is a shortage of skilled labour, thereby encouraging the relocation or training of additional labour.  This, in turn, may assist the establishment or expansion of smaller, local firms providing services to the building trade.


Sustainability Objective 16: To assist in the development of a skilled workforce to support the long term competitiveness of the district by raising education achievement levels and encouraging the development of the skills needed for everyone to find and remain in work.
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A.21
The same considerations apply in the case of this objective as for Objective 15.

Sustainability Objective 17: To encourage the development of a buoyant, sustainable tourism sector.
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A.22
None of the areas will directly affect the tourism sector.  However, any development which has a detrimental impact on the natural or historic environment, or which leads to additional traffic congestion, may have an overall negative effect on tourism in its widest sense.


Conclusions
A.23
The Sustainability Objectives used in this study were originally developed for wider planning purposes and inevitably have a more limited relevance to the consideration in greater detail of individual potential development areas at Didcot.  Nevertheless, there is merit in their use in order to ensure consistency in planning policy.  Moreover, the objectives correspond broadly to most of the chief planning constraints: transport and accessibility, flood risk, landscape, agricultural land quality and so on.

A.24
None of the objectives represents an absolute barrier to development, although a high level of flood risk comes closest to this.  Ultimately, it is the risk of flooding which will be the deciding factor in the choice of area, and which will therefore attract the highest weighting.  Otherwise, it will be for further, detailed planning studies to evaluate the relative advantages of the individual areas in terms of sustainability.

APPENDIX 2
PUBLIC EXHIBITION TIMETABLE

Monday 30 October

Didcot (118 Broadway)




3pm – 8pm

Tuesday 31 October
Didcot (118 Broadway)




3pm – 8pm

Wednesday 1 November




3pm – 8pm

Appleford (Village Hall)

Friday 3 November




3pm – 8pm

Harwell (Freeman Hall)

Monday 6 November
North Moreton (Village Hall)



3pm – 8pm

Friday 10 November




3pm – 8pm

Milton (Milton Heights Primary School)

Thursday 16 November
East Hagbourne (Village Hall)



3pm – 8pm

Saturday 18 November 
Long Wittenham (Village Hall)



10am – 4.30pm

Monday 20 November

Didcot (118 Broadway)




3pm – 8pm
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