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CDWA’s position 
 
1.  Cherwell Development Watch Alliance (CDWA) is a coalition of local residents’ groups1 who oppose 
plans to locate 4,400 houses entirely in the Green Belt north of Oxford solely to meet an assumed unmet 
housing need from the City of Oxford.   We believe that, as well as overstating its housing need, Oxford 
City Council (OCC) is: 

i) Choosing to protect for employment purposes land that could be used to 
provide housing and 

ii) Failing to make best use of brownfield sites within the City 

 

Objections to the plan 
 
2. We have three main areas of objection to the draft Local Plan which we believe fails to ensure that 
the best use would be made of land within Oxford to maximize housing provision: 

i) The Draft Local Plan (Employment Land Assessment para 2.1) forecasts a need 
for additional employment floorspace of 135,004 sqm.  In fact, as explained later, 
the demand for these sites is much less than OCC suggests. 

 
ii) The proposed Employment Sites Policy E1 is unduly restrictive as to the 

alternative uses to which commercial land and property can be put. This will 
leave land which could be used to meet housing need within the City under-
utilised. This is particularly so on Category 3 Sites where the Policy is unduly 
onerous and prevents the efficient use of underused or redundant sites in the 
City.  

 
iii) The availability of land within the City which is either brownfield or inefficiently 

used is much greater than acknowledged and OCC has failed to undertake a full 
and complete assessment of sites.   

 

Background 
 
3. Oxford was a sizeable industrial area in the 1930’s.  Following the economic problems of the 1970’s 

and 1980’s Oxford’s manufacturing declined and major sites of employment emptied leaving a sizeable 

amount of land available for other development. Typical was the BMC car factory which closed in 1992 

and by 2000 had been laid out as the Oxford Business Park. There is still a substantial amount of unfilled 

space here (see later). 

 
 

                                                           
1 the Begbroke & Yarnton Green Belt Campaign; GreenWayOxon; Harbord Road Area Residents’ 
Association; Kidlington Development Watch; and Woodstock Action Group 
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The Present Local Plan 
 
4. The Oxford Local Plan 2036 Preferred Options document (para 1.14, PCD.2) stated: 

“To help support Oxford’s role as a fast-growing city, generating economic growth for the local 
and national economy, it is vital that sufficient sites are protected and allocated for economic 
use. ‘Employment sites’ include offices, research and development, manufacturing plants and 
warehouses.” 

“The current Employment Land Assessment 2016 found that demand for employment land is in 
excess of current supply.” 

and 

“Even if a more conservative demand ‘midpoint’ estimate of growth is used to predict demand, 
demand for B1 (office and research and development) floor place in particular is well in excess of 
existing supply” 

5. The result of this perceived need to protect employment sites is Policy E1 which follows earlier similar 
policies and the outcome is that almost all land which is or has been designated for commercial or 
industrial use in the past, or for any sort of commercial enterprise in the last 20 years, has in effect a 
preservation order on it. 

 

What proportion of Oxford’s ‘employment sites’ are not being used? 

6. The two largest employment sites currently in Oxford in terms of their area are: 

i)  The Oxford Business Park and 

ii) The Oxford Science Park 

Both have been in existence for many years but are far from being fully developed. 

 

7.  The draft Local Plan (para 2.3) states:  
 
“There is some remaining land allocated for employment uses at both the Oxford Business Park 
and the Science Park.” 
 

This “remaining land” sounds as if it has been available for only a short time whereas in fact in 
almost all cases the land in question has been awaiting development for decades.  This shows that 
the need for land for commercial development within the City is not as strong as OCC would wish to 
project.  
 

 Oxford Business Park 

8. The Oxford Business Park was granted planning permission for its development in the 1990’s. The site 
was laid out by 2000.  In the recent photograph below the empty sites at the Oxford Business Park can 
be clearly seen as the large green areas towards the front of the photo.   
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Photograph of Oxford Business Park on current web site 2019 

 

9. Due to the length of time it has taken for the Business Park to be developed, some of the older 
buildings there have fallen empty and are in need of renovation/redevelopment. (An example is shown 
in the photo in Appendix 1). 

10. VSL who manage the Oxford Business Park state on their web site2: 

“Oxford Business Park comprises 35.6 Ha (88 acres) of office amenity and associated development land. 
With 77% built or committed, there remains 12.5 acres of land for bespoke office space together with 
existing space from 869 sq. ft.” 

11. Although originally intended to be used specifically for B1 use only, in order to fill the site other uses 
are now permitted. (Eg a large Audi garage showroom and an Oxfam secondhand furniture store). 
Despite this relaxation a substantial area remains undeveloped after nearly 30 years.  (Appendix 2  – 
photographs of unused land at Oxford Business Park). 

This all points to a lack of demand for the type of B1 employment space despite the OCC claim there is a 
particular and pressing need.  

 

Oxford Science Park 
 
12. The Oxford Science Park opened in 1991 yet the plan currently published (see below) on their 
website3 shows a number of vacant plots.  
                                                           
2 http://www.vslandp.com/about-vsl/key-projects/oxford-business-park 
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13. Despite the failure of both the Oxford Business Park and the Oxford Science Park to be fully 
developed over some decades, the land owners and developers around Oxford have pressed for more 
commercial land to be made available around Oxford usually combined with proximate residential 
development. This seems to have been seen by developers as advantageous in overcoming arguments 
about creating commuter ghettos and the impact of these on local roads, many of which are already 
highly congested. This type of approach was adopted by developers when proposing the Bicester Office 
Park (off the A41 between Oxford and Bicester), to balance the new housing being built there. Despite 
the housing being built at a fair rate, and permission for the Business Park (500,000 square feet of office 
space) being given in 2010, no construction of any sort has started. 

 

A new substantial commercial area: Oxford North site (formerly Northern Gateway) 

14. This is another very large employment site within Oxford City (approximately 25 hectares in total).  It 

received outline approval in 2016 and is now progressing to full approval. This huge development of up 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
3 https://oxfordsp.com/discover-the-park/ 
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to 90,000 sqm of employment space but only 480 homes could and should have a major impact on the 

OCC’s perceived need to protect existing commercial sites, resulting in the release of parts of those sites 

for housing.   

 

15. As well as the three major sites in Oxford other large sites are coming forward in the County (eg a 40 
hectare campus-style science park at Eynsham which is only five miles from Oxford4; and plans for 
Milton Park near Didcot to double in size by 2040.  These sites have locations close to roads and  rail 
links making these sites potentially more attractive to commuters than those within Oxford City.  Yet 
OCC in the draft Local Plan seeks to protect virtually all existing commercial sites within Oxford, even 
where the sites have been left empty and derelict for many years and are unsuitable as workplaces in 
the modern world.  

Osney Mead 

16. An example of such a protected site is Osney Mead Industrial Estate. The West End Area Action Plan 
to regenerate the area was adopted in 2008. Plans were announced by the University to redevelop the 
site in 2016 and building was supposed to have started this year.  The University has produced a 
masterplan5 which indicates that the majority of the site will be commercial – a new knowledge park or 
innovation district.  We acknowledge that the site has challenges and that the University has built some 
new buildings but the fact is that most of the site is in desperate need of regeneration. With a location 
so close to the centre of Oxford it would be an ideal site for sustainable housing plus commercial use 
although current plans are for only around 600 homes (for use by University staff). 

17. The comparison with those old industrial sites which have been allowed to be used for residential 

use is stark. Both the old Lucy site and the Unipart factories were fully re-developed at high density 

within 10 years of becoming vacant.   

Land ownership and its effects 

18. The reasons why these sites appear to be forgotten and sit empty for many years seems to be partly 
due to the ownership of the land in question with the majority of the available sites being owned by 
Local Authorities, Oxford University, Oxford Colleges or other public bodies. Being primarily non-profit 
making operations, these bodies do not have the same pressures to bring sites forward for development 
or to sell them, when they are not being used. The very favourable treatment received by charities in 
relation to business rates is obviously another reason for inaction.  

19. The fact that the same sorts of institutions are bringing forward sites located on the outskirts of 
Oxford within the Green Belt as being required for the future development of Oxford belies the fact that 
they and other similar bodies are already failing to build on their own land within the City. It is noted for 
example that the University, besides owning the majority of Osney Mead Industrial Estate, owns a 
substantial proportion of the popular and recreational North Oxford Golf Course, a Green Belt site which 
the University is aggressively pushing through for  development in the Cherwell Local Plan Partial Review 
2031. 

                                                           
4 https://www.westoxon.gov.uk/media/1859622/Garden-Village-Issues-Paper-June-2018.pdf 

 
5 https://www.ox.ac.uk/about/building-our-future/vision/master-plan-areas/osney?wssl=1 
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20. This reluctance to allow ‘employment land’ to be released for housing is exemplified in the draft 

Local Plan in relation to “Sites recommended for further investigation”. Of the 63 sites listed in the Sites 

Allocation Policies in the Sites and Housing Plan in 2011, 45 re-appeared in 2017 in that year’s Oxford 

draft Local Plan as “sites recommended for further investigation”:  Other sites such as Barton Road 

recreation ground and the Oxford Business and Science Parks appear in other site designations in the 

Plan. In the relevant sections of this draft Oxford Local Plan, the only ones which appear to have been 

developed and thus removed entirely from the sites listed in 2011 are: 

 

1. Avis, Abbey Road (0.79 acres) 
2. East Minchery Farm Allotments (3.71 acres). 
3. Land North of Roger Dudman Way (3.78 acres). 
4. Radcliffe Observatory Quarter (10.37 acres) albeit not completed as yet. 
5. St Clement’s Car Park (0.79 acres) 
6. South Park depot (3 acres) 

 

The Cundall Report (Unlocking Oxford’s Development Potential, HOU.16) 

21. Cherwell, South Oxfordshire and the Vale of the White Horse District Council commissioned their 
own report called “Unlocking Oxford’s Development Potential” (The Cundall Report) published in 
November 2014. Although we do not share their views on the development of agricultural land within 
the City, the report identified 138 sites in Oxford having potential for residential development, some of 
which are also identified by OCC in their SHLAA 2014, but many of which were not.  We agree with the 
following conclusions in the Cundall Report: 

 
In the foreword of the Report it states: 

[Oxford City] “would rather focus on growing Oxford outwards into neighbouring authorities 
rather than act to unlock growth within the city”. 

One recommendation in the report (para 8, HOU.16) was that OCC should: 

“Properly assess employment sites and identify those poorly located sites which would be better 
used for housing”. 

22. Despite this criticism by neighbouring authorities, OCC’s draft Local Plan does not address the issues 
identified in The Cundall Report. There seems to be a considerable resistance to spending the time and 
money in resolving the problem of achieving sensible development in the City when it is much easier to 
push the problem of housing growth onto neighbouring authorities who will have to shoulder the 
burden of the planning for this and extra infra-structure costs involved, and where as a result Green Belt 
designated land is being needlessly compromised. 

23.  Is it necessary to protect all ‘employment sites’ in Oxford- when there is so much land of this 
category which is not being used? 

Protecting so much land as ‘employment sites’ is simply protecting brownfield sites and it is clear that a 
substantial amount of this reserved land could and should be used for other purposes, in particular for 
housing. It is also apparent that when redundant industrial land has been released for housing in Oxford 
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it has been built on quickly with none of the delays seen on land reserved for employment.  Such a 
prohibition is in any case in direct contradiction of current Government policy on such land use. The 
Town & Country Planning Act (General Permitted Development) England Order 2015/596 as updated 
was introduced to aid the process of conversion from commercial to residential use.  

24. Is it correct that the demand for B1 office and research and development floor space is such that 
there is a shortage in potential existing supply? 

There is an abundance of vacant land reserved for BI office and research and development in Oxford and 
in surrounding areas close to the City, some of which has been vacant for decades. The fact that offices 
and research establishments have not been built when there is plenty of land available, shows that for 
whatever reason, developers have been reluctant to build it; prospective tenants could be deterred by 
traffic congestion or such general factors such as the difficulty in attracting staff when commuting to 
higher paid employment in London is an option. 

 

Brownfield sites within Oxford. 

25. Section 9 of the draft Local Plan “Areas of Change and Site Allocations” lists a selection of sites which 
could be used for other uses. As shown the vast majority of these properties are owned by various 
public bodies.  One of the reasons for their present potential is that many of these properties are owned 
by the City Council, the University, Oxford Colleges and various non-profit organisations such as the 
Oxfordshire University Hospitals NHS Health Trust.  These owners are not keen to dispose of land they 
are not currently using because they may have plans for the future to use the land for some purpose for 
which funds may not be available at the time, or that use has not been decided upon. As charities they 
also benefit from a comfortable position in relation to payment of commercial rates. There are always 
plans - as with Osney Mead - to commence some form of development but these take years if not 
decades to come to fruition.   

 

Land owned by public bodies is under-utilised 

26. Oxford University Hospitals NHS Trust 

There are three sizeable hospitals within the Oxford area which have substantial areas of land adjoining 
them which is not fully utilised. The Warneford had a farm which ceased to operate in the 1960’s but 
some of the land still lies vacant and the hospital still retains extensive grounds which could be 
developed. At the old Littlemore Hospital, 13.44 acres of land in Armstrong Road has sat idle since the 
hospital closed in the 1980’s. The Churchill Hospital retains large numbers of old, low density, single 
story buildings (from when the site was used to house Italian Prisoners of War). 

 
 

27. Playing fields 

There are in Oxford numerous playing fields owned by Colleges and Schools which are no longer needed 
for a number of reasons and which feature in many of the studies completed by the City Council and are 
described as brownfield sites. These areas are generally ones where the public are excluded.   Whilst we 
don’t suggest that playing fields are inevitably suitable for housing we are aware that they are in the 
pipeline for development and believe they should be taken into consideration.     
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28. Oxford University and Colleges 

Due to their nature and longevity, as well as their huge wealth, the University and Colleges take a very 
long term view on both acquiring land and developing it.  As shown above the University can and 
does ’sit on’ substantial brownfield sites within the City whilst preferring to pass development of 
housing for its own staff and students onto neighbouring authorities (see Cherwell District Council’s 
indicated development in their Local Review Plan of 1,000 affordable homes exclusively for the 
University on Green Belt adjoining Begbroke Village). 

 

Conclusions 

29. OCC has failed to undertake a full and proper assessment of commercial sites for housing 
development.  Only OCC has the resources to do this and they should be required to do so. 

30.  OCC continues to over-state the demand for commercial sites and has not taken into account land 
being released for such sites outside the City but sufficiently close to impact on that demand. 

31. OCC should amend Policy E1 to allow more land to be released for housing, (particularly in respect of 

Category 3 Sites where restrictions on use are unduly onerous and prevent efficient use of redundant 

and under-used sites). 

32. OCC should be required to liaise with other institutions such as Oxford University and the Hospitals 
to ensure that land that is appropriate is released for housing. 

33. Brownfield land should be Oxford’s first priority for its needed development.  OCC’s present failure to 
rigorously identify and source such land has exaggerated its claimed unmet need, adding to the inflation 
of that need through its faulty calculation of its Objectively Assessed Need.  The result is that Green Belt 
land – which should by the terms of the NPPF be a last resort – is in danger of being needlessly 
compromised in Oxford’s neighbouring districts. 

 

 

 

 








