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1.0 Matter 6 Item 6B Policy SP39: Former Iffley Mead Playing Fields 
 

A “Whether the Plan’s site allocation policies are positively worded enough to 
encourage the delivery of beneficial development on the sites concerned and whether 
they would allow for sufficient flexibility in the face of future changes in circumstances. 
 
B Whether the Plan’s approach towards the amount of development and the balance of 
land uses (and where relevant open space and sports provision) on the following sites 
is sound: …….6B: Policy SP39: Former Iffley Mead Playing Fields” 
 
 
1.1 This statement has been prepared on behalf of the Oxfordshire County Council Estates 

and Strategy team (hereafter ‘OCCES’).  

A – Is the Policy (Draft Policy SP39) Positively Worded and Does it Provide 

Sufficient Flexibility? 

1.2 As drafted Policy SP39 is restrictive in requiring the reprovision of the ‘playing field’ or 

contribution towards another facility (see the Submission version of the Plan (CSD.1)). 

For the reasons set out in response to the second part of this statement, that 

requirement is considered to be excessive and unreasonable when it appears to be 

based purely on the original use of the site – which ceased many years ago.  The 

ordinary expectation would be that a housing site provides land or contributions towards 

formal and informal open space in accordance with local standards.   A requirement to 

contribute towards both on-site open space and reprovision (or a financial contribution) 

of a playing field is excessive and unlikely to encourage the delivery of beneficial 

development on the site. 

1.3 The site is within the settlement of Oxford where, as a matter of principle and subject to 

compliance with other policies, development could occur for a range of uses. 

1.4 The allocation of the site for housing is important to the LPA in that it forms part of its 

portfolio of deliverable or developable sites, consistent with the requirement of 

paragraph 67 of the NPPF.  However, the restriction preventing the granting of planning 

permission for any other uses is not consistent with the principles of Sustainable 

Development enshrined in the NPPF. Whilst draft policy SP39 allows a good degree of 
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flexibility within Use Class C3, it does not provide flexibility to consider a wider possible 

range of uses. 

1.5 Therefore, as a matter of principle, the requirement to reprovide the former playing field 

elsewhere, or to provide an off-site contribution as well as on-site provision of public 

open space, is not considered to be justified or effective in that it is not an appropriate 

strategy given the history of the site, it is unlikely to assist with the delivery of the site 

and it does not represent effective joint working.  It also goes beyond the requirement in 

the NPPF to comply with one or more of the three criteria in paragraph 97 in that (as will 

be seen in the next part of this statement), the former playing field is surplus to 

requirements and that is all that is required to satisfy the paragraph 97 test to allow a 

former playing field to be built upon. 

1.6 The restriction on what will be permitted on the site is also arguably inconsistent with 

national policy, and it could be argued to be an inappropriate strategy and one which 

may not meet objectively assessed needs for other uses or indeed for infrastructure. 

 

B - Is the Plan’s Approach Towards the Amount of Development and the Balance 

of Land Uses on the Former Iffley Mead Site Sound? 

1.7 The basic approach towards the amount of development anticipated to be delivered is 

considered to be sound, being based upon an assessment of likely yield having regard 

to site area and average density across the site.  It is therefore considered to be justified 

and effective in this regard. 

1.8 The effect that a requirement to reprovide the former playing field may have on the 

economics of the development is unlikely to have been factored in however.  Any 

requirement to reprovide a former playing field is likely to require the acquisition of an 

alternative site, and to level, prepare and drain the site ready for use, all at significant 

cost.  This will inevitably impact on the amount of development necessary to support the 

viability of this proposal and/or the quantum of affordable housing provided as part of the 

overall development.  Either of these may affect the amount of specific types of 

development that can be delivered on the site. 
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1.9 OCCES has, throughout the lengthy negotiations over the Statement of Common 

Ground between the County Council and City Council, sought to agree a series of 

amendments to the supporting text and policy wording for Policy SP39 in order to 

achieve an acceptable solution that enables the site to be delivered within the Plan 

period and in accordance with an agreed housing trajectory for the site. 

1.10 The latest trajectory information supplied to the City Council by OCCES in May 2019 

made clear that dwellings could be delivered on this site earlier than indicated in the 

Council’s June 2019 Updated Housing Trajectory (PSD4 and PSD5).  That document 

indicates delivery occurring in yrs 6-10 and 11-16 (ie between 2023 and 2031 whereas 

the OCCES response indicates delivery between Q1/2 of 2021/22 and Q3/4 of 2022/23. 

1.11 At present the site is partially occupied by a site compound being used in association 

with the redevelopment of the adjacent School, with which it shares a common access. 

1.12 Preparations for a planning application on the site are well-developed with technical 

reports having been prepared covering the following topics: 

 Playing Pitch Assessment 
 Phase 1 Habitat Assessment 
 Reptile Assessment 
 Arboricultural Assessment 
 Landscape & Visual Impact Assessment 
 Water Cycle Study 
 Contaminated Land Desk Study 
 Energy Report 
 Archaeology 
 Heritage 
 Transport 

 
1.13 The reports do not indicate any issues that would prevent the timely delivery of this site.   

1.14 The representations made to the Local Planning Authority (LPA) by OCCES at the 

Regulation 19 stage stated: 

“Contrary to the statements in paras 9.208 and 9.210, there is not a need to negotiate 
access via adjoining land, since the County owns the access to the St Augustine’s 
former playing field and has granted a lease to the Academy to access the school 
over the County’s land and the County has rights to develop and access the field via 
the County access land. 
 
Turning to the policy requirement, echoed in para 9.208, that “The playing field 
should be re-provided or a contribution made to another facility”, this is not a playing 
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field, it is a former playing field and has not been used as such for a long time. The 
playing pitch assessment commissioned to support the delivery of housing at Iffley 
Mead states (2.2-2.3 and 7.3): 
 
“2.2 The Site was formerly St Augustine’s School Playing Field and is now known as 
Land at Iffley Mead. The Site has not been in use since 2003 and is not publicly 
accessible. 
 
2.3 The former St Augustine’s school site was redeveloped by Banner Homes in 
2008 having closed in 2003, but the former playing field to the rear was retained for 
potential future use by Oxfordshire County Council as the Local Education Authority. 
The Site was retained as one of a few potential playing fields to meet needs of St 
Gregory RC School which at 2010 was identified as having a shortfall in provision. 
However, the Site proved to be located too far from St Gregory’s to be of practical 
use and subsequently the School developed a MUGA facility on its grounds to 
redress its needs. In 2013 St Gregory School attained Academy status, but the Site 
having ceased to be used for school playing fields, the Site was not transferred as an 
asset of the new academy lease. 
 
7.3 The school playing field was previously laid out as a football pitch and it is 
understood that the pitch was only used by the school [St Augustine’s] and was 
unavailable for community use. No other sports pitches were provided on the Site, 
nor were any facilities provided in the form of changing rooms, parking or toilets, 
which would have been provided in the former school buildings. A review of historic 
aerial images, highlights that the playing field was last marked out for a football pitch 
in 2006 with the pitch no longer being marked out, used or maintained from 2007 
onwards. As such, the Site has been abandoned for sports use for over 10 years.” 
 
It goes on to conclude (8.18): 
 
“8.18 As with the 2012 PPOSS, this assessment clearly highlights that there is not a 
quantitative or qualitative need to provide new playing pitches in this location, whilst 
the Site is not required to meet the demands of St Gregory the Great School, as was 
originally intended. As such, there is no need or merit in protecting this Site for future 
sports use as it is not required, and offers little in terms of on-site provision. As such, 
it is concluded that the site can be brought forward for development without impacting 
on the sports provision either now or in the future in accordance with NPPF policy 
and Local Plan Policy SR.2.” 
 
In the absence of any evidence to the contrary, and considering the playing field 
assessment commissioned to support the delivery of the Iffley Mead site, the policy 
should not include a requirement to re-provide the former field either physically or 
financially. 
 
Furthermore, the development of the site for housing demonstrably meets one of the 
five Sport England ‘exceptions’, namely: 
 
“EXCEPTION 1 
A robust and up-to-date assessment has demonstrated, to the satisfaction of Sport 
England, that there is an excess of playing field provision in the catchment, which will 
remain the case should the development be permitted, and the site has no special 
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significance to the interests of sport.” (PLAYING FIELDS POLICY AND GUIDANCE 
March 2018). 
 
Finally, Section 77 of the School Standards and Framework Act 1998 only applies to 
the disposal of former playing fields for a period of 10 years since the field was last 
used, and in this case the field hasn’t been used as such, or marked out as a pitch, 
for more than 10 years.  The County Council has also identified the land as surplus.” 
 

1.15 That situation has not changed.  The site has remained inaccessible to the public and 

not in use as a playing field for well in excess of 10 years.  That is the reason it has been 

identified as having potential for housing development and is thus allocated in Policy 

SP39.  The LPA seeks to rely on a brief ‘Interim Playing Pitch Strategy 2019-2039’ to 

justify it’s stance on reprovision of playing fields but the 2012 Playing Pitches and 

Outdoor Sports Strategy remains relevant and it is the main study for the area covered 

by the Local Plan. 

1.16 Notwithstanding this, the summary of the 2019 Interim Strategy makes clear that  

“In taking all of the available information into consideration at this stage of the 
development of the new Playing Pitch Strategy, it is clear that there is currently 
sufficient grass pitch provision to meet the demands of the sports identified within the 
study area. It is important to note that the quality of some of the grass playing pitch 
provision has been identified as a concern and the importance of looking at options 
on how we continue to improve the standards has been highlighted. 
 
The future pictures of provision over the strategy period show that despite predicted 
increased demand, there is generally spare capacity across both grass pitch 
provision and artificial grass pitch provision. The exception to this would be within 
grass pitch football at youth/junior/mini level football where demand outstrips current 
pitch provision in that area. However, this could be accommodated in existing sites 
and especially at the playing pitch hubs given the spare capacity across both adult 
grass pitches and artificial grass pitches. To supplement this it is also important that 
the Council continue to work to secure community use at education sites. 
 
Although there is currently spare capacity in the artificial turf pitch provision both now 
and in the future, this could turn into a deficit if the AGP at St. Gregory the Great, 
which is at the end of its life, is not replaced with a new and improved 3G surface. In 
addition there is no 3G football provision which is accessible to clubs in the north of 
the City and a new 3G pitch would be supported in this area at a site such as 
Cherwell School or similar. This is especially important given that Summertown Stars, 
the largest community club, have no dedicated training space.” (our emphasis) 
 

1.17 This is to be contrasted with the LPA’s response (OCC.2) to the Inspectors’ document 

IC.2 at Q.38 where they advise (38.3) that “….the City Council does not consider that 

the site should be treated as surplus. No formal playing pitch or former playing pitch in 

the city, regardless of whether the facility is for public or private use, is considered to be 
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surplus to requirements. This is because the findings of the interim playing pitches 

strategy are that a deficit in grass pitch football and potentially in artificial grass pitches 

is expected over the strategy period. It is anticipated this can be met by securing 

community use at education sites and improvements at existing sites. This site therefore 

has potential and we will be at risk of losing this potential if its loss is not compensated 

for.”  

1.18 This is not a straight translation of the findings of the Interim Study which not only does 

not mention the former Iffley Mead site but furthermore does not suggest that the Iffley 

Mead site ‘has potential’, unlike the LPA does in their document OCC.2. 

1.19 An extract from the Executive Summary of the Playing Pitch Assessment commissioned 

to support the planning application at the Iffley Mead site is attached at Appendix 1. It 

makes clear that at the time of assessment there was a surplus of playing pitches and 

indeed that will continue to be the case, according to the LPA’s Interim Study, other than 

in one or two isolated cases which the Study recommends can be dealt with by other 

means and not simply replacement facilities. 

1.20 Positively Prepared – Policy SP39 of the emerging Local Plan is based upon a strategy 

which seeks to meet objectively assessed housing requirements, where it is consistent 

with achieving sustainable development, and it has therefore been positively prepared. 

1.21 Justified – the proposal to allocate a site for residential development at Iffley Mead is 

based on proportionate evidence and is an appropriate strategy when considered 

against the reasonable alternatives for the City.  However the requirement to reprovide 

the former playing field elsewhere, or to provide an off-site contribution as well as on-site 

provision of public open space, is not considered to be justified or effective in that it is 

not an appropriate strategy given the history of the site and it is unlikely to assist with the 

delivery of the site.   

1.22 Effective – Work is already well advanced to ensure delivery of the Former Iffley Mead 

site; technical studies have been produced and progress is being made to prepare a 

planning application, to be submitted in spring 2020.  Although it is identified as a 

‘developable’ site in the latest trajectory (PSD.4 and PSD.5) it is likely to be delivered at 

the very beginning of yrs 6-10 of the Plan period.  To that extent it is effective, but as 
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already noted above it does not represent effective joint working between the LPA and 

OCCES. 

1.23 Consistent with National Policy – The requirement to reprovide the former playing 

field elsewhere, or to provide an off-site contribution as well as on-site provision of public 

open space, goes beyond the requirement in the NPPF to comply with one or more of 

the three criteria in paragraph 97. The former playing field is surplus to requirements, as 

demonstrated in both the LPA’s Interim Playing Pitch Strategy and the OCCES Playing 

Pitch Assessment, and that is all that is required to satisfy the paragraph 97 test to allow 

a former playing field to be built upon. 

1.24 It is therefore not considered to be consistent with National Policy because it could 

hamper the delivery of otherwise sustainable development. 
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1.0 Executive Summary 

1.1 It is the conclusion of this Report that the Former St Augustine’s Playing Field, at Land at Iffley 

Mead, is not required to meet any existing or future additional playing pitches or outdoor sport 

facilities. As such he Site can be repurposed for alternative development use in line with NPPF 

(paragraph 74); PPG; adopted Local Plan policy SR.2 and emerging Local Plan Preferred Option 54 

/ Site 104. 

1.2 The Site has not been in active use for a playing field / pitch since it was considered surplus to 

requirements by St Gregory RC School, and the land was excluded from the transfer of assets on 

its change to academy status in 2013. Oxfordshire County Council as landowner has declared the 

land surplus to requirements. 

1.3 Consistent with Oxford City Council’s 2012 Playing Pitch and Open Space Strategy (PPOSS) report, 

a Study Area was defined, and agreed with the City Council, focused upon a localised catchment 

for football pitch use and a citywide catchment for cricket and rugby pitch provision. This 

assessment provides up-to-date data in respect of the number of sports teams, the quality and 

number of playing pitches and current and forecast population data. However, following the 

request of the FA and the City Council a new survey of clubs was not carried out and as such the 

assessment relies upon the survey findings of the 2012 PPOSS where necessary. 

1.4 Exclusion of a new survey prevents the assessment of hockey provision because of new pitch 

provision since 2012 and a need to assess the impact on club use and demand. Without a new 

survey the findings remain that of 2012 PPOSS and are not updated. Consideration of providing a 

pitch physically is still assessed. 

1.5 It is found that within the defined Study Area, there is no existing or future demand for the 

playing field to be retained for football, rugby or cricket use. 

1.6 Football shows no quantitative shortfall for additional pitches, though a limited shortfall for 

pitches for youth 11-aside is identified. However, this can be addressed by use of undersized 

senior pitches. Under-sizing appears purposeful to allow pitches to accommodate multiple age 

groups given current budget constraints, and to ensure efficient use of pitches. Even if the 

undersized senior pitches were considered too large to accommodate youth football, this could 

easily be rectified through overmarking or remarking, given that there is spare capacity for senior 

pitches. Qualitative improvements can be made for floodlighting and overmarking (various pitch 

sizes), but such improvements are to existing pitches and place no requirement on the Site. 

Looking ahead to 2022, there remains spare capacity within the existing facilities, taking into 

account population changes and participation increases. 

1.7 There is no requirement for new rugby pitch provision within the city, with spare capacity even 

when allowing for a strategic reserve and rising participation rates. Although there are a 

significant number of rugby pitches within the Study Area, less than a third have a secured 

community access. Factoring pitches with unsecured community use significantly increases the 

available capacity by 2022. Nevertheless, the identified facilities provide a full range of pitches, 
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serving both mini, junior and senior rugby teams. The overall rugby pitch quality within the study 

area is of a very high standard, with little need for improvement to quality.  

1.8 A significant number of cricket pitches exist within the Study Area, of a consistently high quality, 

though only a quarter have secured community access. The majority of pitches are available on 

an ad hoc basis, mainly University/College sports pitches. There is a surplus of senior cricket 

pitches when factoring in those that have some form of community use / access, but a significant 

shortfall if not. Access to University/College cricket pitches is therefore important to provision 

and securing community access should be a focus of sports policy. 

1.9 There is currently spare capacity at 2017 and 2022 for the provision of youth cricket based on 

those pitches with secured community access, even when allowing for a strategic reserve, as this 

can make use of senior pitches and has a different peak demand period to senior use. It is noted 

this is partly down to the limited number of youth teams based in the Study Area compared to 

the number of senior teams. 

1.10 It is noted that new cricket facilities will be delivered in 2018 at Horspath, including 2 new grass 

wicket squares with separate and dedicated outfields providing high quality cricket pitches with a 

secured community use. This will go some way to meeting the identified shortfall when excluding 

pitches without secured community use.  

1.11 Whilst further new local authority or privately owned cricket facilities within the city could help to 

ensure greater certainty regarding the community accessibility of facilities, it is questioned if this 

is desirable or whether there is demand given access is routinely made of University/College 

pitches by clubs. It is concluded policy should focus on securing community use agreements and 

protecting existing pitches, rather than additional provision. Our findings on demand therefore 

reflect those in the 2012 PPOSS. 

1.12 Notwithstanding no identified demand, the assessment is made of the capability of the Site to 

provide football, rugby, cricket and Artificial Grass Pitch (‘AGP’). The Site can accommodate one 

senior football, or cricket pitch or AGP capable of providing one senior football or hockey pitch. 

All provision is compromised to some degree. The Site cannot accommodate a senior rugby pitch, 

irrespective of optimum pitch orientation, but can accommodate junior rugby pitches. However, 

considering the Site size and layout, all capabilities have degrees of constraints to practical use 

primarily due to access, maintenance, support services and efficient use of the site in an isolated 

location in terms of sports use. Therefore, even if a demand for new facilities was shown the Site 

is very limited in terms of its ability to accommodate new sports pitches given its size and layout 

notwithstanding any costs associated with the creation of such uses and viability of long-term 

operation which is a consideration outside the scope of this Report.  

1.13 As with the 2012 PPOSS, this assessment clearly highlights that there is not a quantitative or 

qualitative need to provide new playing pitches in this location, whilst the Site is not required to 

meet the demands of St Gregory the Great School, as was originally intended. As such, there is no 

need or merit in protecting this Site for future sports use as it is not required, and offers little in 

terms of on-site provision. 
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