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Introduction 
 
1. This Statement of Common Ground (SoCG) outlines the matters on which Natural 

England and Oxford City Council (“the Parties”) have co-operated on and provides a 
written record of the progress made between the two as well as on-going arrangements 
for co-operation on these matters. Its purpose is to reflect and confirm the current 
position agreed by between the Parties with regard to the Duty to Co-operate on 
specific matters.  

 
Location 
 
2. The SoCG between Oxford City Council and Natural England covers the European Sites 

within 20km of Oxford City Council’s administrative boundary. These are identified in 
the map below and include: 
 Oxford Meadows SAC (within city boundary); 
 Cothill Fen SAC (within 7km of city boundary);  
 Little Wittenham SAC (within 19km of city boundary). 
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Habitat Regulations Assessment Screening  
 
3. A Habitat Regulations Assessment (HRA) Screening was carried undertaken in October 

2017.  The HRA Screening report considered three European sites within 20km of 
Oxford City administrative boundary.  The Parties agree that Oxford Local Plan 2036 
does not propose any policies or new allocations that would have a likely significant 
effect on the Cothill Fen SAC or the Little Wittenham SAC and that those two designated 
sites have been screened out of any further assessment.  

 
Strategic matters to be addressed 
 
4. A SoCG has been agreed for this area to address certain strategic matters for the 

following reasons: 
 To set out a way forward to address Natural England’s Regulation 19 

Consultation Response relating to:  
o the approach taken in the Oxford City HRA to air quality impacts (“alone 

and in combination”) associated with proposed growth by Oxford City on 
the Oxford Meadows SAC;  

o how the cumulative impacts of proposed development on SSSIs have 
been taken into account.  

 
List of signatories: 
 
5. The following authorities/agencies are responsible for joint working with regards to 

addressing this strategic matter: 
 Oxford City Council 
 Natural England 

 
Governance arrangements for the cooperation process 
 
6. Oxford City Council and Natural England have engaged and met over the drafting of the 

Oxford Local Plan 2036 and the supporting Habitats Regulations Assessment (HRA) 
throughout plan preparation. As a statutory consultee Natural England have engaged 
during consultation on the plan at both the preferred options and proposed submission 
stages of plan preparation.  

 
7. Preparation of the HRA took place following an on-going dialogue with between the 

Parties.  An email correspondence, attached to the HRA itself details the direction of 
travel moving towards agreement between the Parties.   

 
8. The Parties are still in communication and working towards an agreed approach.   
 
Matters on which the signatories agree and process of agreement 
 
9. The following matters have been agreed as part of an on-going dialogue and discussion 

between the Parties.   
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10. Both Parties agree that an appropriate assessment is likely to be required for the key 

requirement – Minimal Air Pollution – at the Oxford Meadows SAC.  The Parties agree 
that the ‘in-combination’ assessment for the Oxford Local Plan 2036 is likely to have 
changed since the ‘in-combination’ assessment of the Cherwell HRA was undertaken.  
This is most likely to be due to housing allocations from South Oxfordshire District 
Council and the approach for number associated with the Oxford Local Plan 2036.  The 
Parties agree to continue to work together to find a satisfactory outcome over the 
coming months in advance of the hearing sessions.  The Parties agree that there is a 
satisfactory outcome which can be reached in advance of the hearing sessions.  This 
outcome is likely to involve the further clarification of matters and an additional degree 
of rigour to the Oxford City HRA.   

 
11. The Parties acknowledge that the 8,620 figure contained within Policy H1 of the Oxford 

Local Plan 2036 is comprised of a combination of general C3 housing and a significant 
proportion of C2 development (mainly student accommodation) as well as car free 
development.  The parties agree that the different types of accommodation will have 
differing impacts.  The 8,620 figure also contains completions since 2016 and existing 
planning permissions.  The parties agree that this is relevant in assessing the impacts of 
the plan through the HRA.  

 
12. In addition, the parties acknowledge that the County Council’s Local Transport Plan 4 

(LTP4) contains schemes to prevent traffic growth within the City and, in the longer 
term, reduce traffic.  This is to be achieved through improvements to the City’s walking, 
cycling, and public transport networks coupled with transport demand management 
measures such as Controlled Parking Zones, charges for road use and/or parking, and 
access restrictions. This means that across the road network, through the life of the 
Local Plan, traffic increases should be avoided and traffic levels should start to 
decline.  There may be very localised traffic increases associated with particular 
development sites but these will be assessed and mitigated through the normal 
development management process. This is set out in more detail within the SoCG with 
Highways England, Oxfordshire County Council and Oxford City Council. 

 
13. The City Council, with the support of the Highways Authority, is confident that the 

approach taken to car-free development and minimal car-use from student 
accommodation in the Oxford Local Plan 2036 is accurate.  A the meeting on 26 
February, Oxford City Council explained that there had been reductions between 2001-
2011 (Census data) for car-based journeys in Oxford, and that following discussions with 
the highways authority, that these reductions were likely to continue as a result of on-
going work on the Oxford Transport Strategy, which was essentially an on-going 
programme of transport-based mitigation measures.  These reductions in car-based 
trips correlated with increased levels of housing in the city.   

 
14. Natural England are pleased with the progress on the HRA and acknowledges the 

innovative transport policies that are likely to have positive impacts as well as the 
differing impacts of different Use Classes. However, Natural England would like to see 
the transport policies and the figures for C2 and C3 units for Oxford City considered in 



Page 5 of 6 
 

more detail, alongside the up to date figures for the neighbouring authorities, before 
they can be fully satisfied with the Oxford City HRA conclusions. 

 
15. Natural England has agreed with South Oxfordshire District Council to use the Cherwell/ 

Vale HRA data as a basis for additional modelling to update their HRA prior to the 
submission of the SODC Local Plan.   To ensure a consistent approach is used across all 
the Oxfordshire authorities Natural England has advised Oxford City Council that the 
Cherwell/ Vale HRA (including updates from SODC) should be used in the event of any 
additional modelling work undertaken to update their HRA.  Oxford City Council agrees 
that if further modelling is considered necessary, this advice will be applied.  

 
Sites of Special Scientific Interest  
 
16. At the Regulation 19 consultation stage, Natural England considered additional 

information was required to demonstrate that sites were deliverable without impacting 
various Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSIs).   

 
17. The Parties met to discuss the above issues relating to SSSIs on 26 February 2019.  At 

the meeting, Natural England expressed concerns relating to officers being put under 
pressure to grant approval for allocated development sites.  Natural England also 
expressed concern regarding the lack of housing numbers in the policies.   

 
18. Oxford City Council explained that estimates of site capacities were set out in the 

Housing and Employment Land Availability Assessment (HELAA).  The lack of housing 
numbers in the policies means that when Development Management officers 
determine applications, they can fully assess the impacts of a development site rather 
than being constrained by a number of units on a site.  For example, if there are adverse 
impacts of development of over a certain number of units, then permission will only be 
granted for a number of units that do not have an adverse impact.   

 
19. Oxford City Council made reference to the extensive pre-app process that goes on in 

relation the city.  The City Council also referenced a recent appeal decision, at Manor 
Place, where Oxford City refused permission for an allocated development site and then 
fought and won the appeal into the refusal of planning permission.   

 
Conclusions 
 
20. The parties agree that: 

 They have a positive working relationship and a demonstrable track record of 
successful collaborative joint working with effective outcomes; 

 Through regular meetings the two parties will continue to work cooperatively on 
matters of mutual interest and cross-boundary strategic importance including 
ensuring that Oxford’s proposed growth does not have an adverse impact on the 
integrity of European Sites;  

 Prior to the examination hearings for the Oxford Local Plan 2036 the Parties will 
clarify the outstanding matters through an updated SoCG. 
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