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1.0 Introduction  

1.1 This Statement of Common Ground (SoCG) has been prepared between Oxford City Council and 

Natural England for the Oxford Local Plan 2040. This SoCG reflects and confirms the current position on 

matters agreed by both parties with regard to the Duty to Cooperate. 

1.2 Oxford City Council is producing a new Local Plan covering the period to 2040. The SoCG reflects 

the latest position agreed by the parties and is provided without prejudice to other matters that the 

parties may wish to raise.  The area covered by this Statement is Oxford, which is the area covered by 

the Local Plan. Where matters arise that are cross-boundary, the Council is also working with its 

neighbouring local authorities and other SoCGs have been prepared on cross boundary matters. 

2.0 Background and Duty to Cooperate 

2.1 Natural England are the governmental body advising on issues relating to the natural 

environment in England, including its protection and restoration. They are key stakeholders and 

statutory consultees for the Council to work with as part of its Duty to Cooperate on the new Local Plan 

2040. 

2.2 Oxford City Council and Natural England have been engaging closely together throughout the 

formulation of the Local Plan 2040. Natural England have provided feedback at each of the key stages of 

Local Plan consultation process, including the Issues and Options consultation (2021), Preferred Options 

consultation (2022), Proposed-Submission Draft Local Plan Regulation 19 consultation (2023). The 

relevant consultation summary reports detail summaries of this feedback. Officers have also engaged 

with each other at key points outside of the formal consultation cycle via virtual meetings in order to 

discuss the shaping of policies, the drafting of supporting evidence, and to collaborate and seek to 

resolve areas of disagreement wherever possible. 

2.3 The Proposed-Submission Draft Local Plan Regulation 19 consultation saw Oxford City Council 

publish its full Local Plan and supporting evidence base which it proposed to submit for examination to 

Central Government in early 2024. As per the relevant legislation/regulations, this version of the Local 

Plan was one that the City Council considered to be ‘sound’ for adoption, meeting the specific 

requirements for soundness as are outlined in the National Planning Policy Framework. Following the 

consultation, Natural England have provided a range of feedback on the strategic policies and site 

allocations varying from helpful comments and suggestions to a particular soundness concern in relation 

to the Habitat Regulations Assessment Appropriate Assessment evidence.  

2.4 Following the end of the consultation on the 5th January 2024, Oxford City Council and Natural 

England have been engaging together on the comments and issues which they have identified with the 

Local Plan and supporting evidence. This further engagement between the two parties has included two 

direct meetings to discuss the identified issues (taking place 13th February 2024 and 18th March 2024) as 



well as engagement via email. The aim of this collaboration has been to identify means of resolving 

identified issues, either through modifications to the Local Plan itself or to the HRA work in order to 

address Natural England’s concerns, and ultimately result in a Local Plan submission that could be 

supported by Natural England without objection.   

3.0 Strategic matters 

3.1 A range of comments and suggestions were put forward by Natural England in relation to the 

policies of the Local Plan. The parties agreed that these were not soundness issues but rather, helpful 

feedback from Natural England’s officers and suggestions for ways that policies could generally be 

improved or made clearer. The table in Appendix A sets out the specific feedback received against each 

policy and any proposed amendments the parties have agreed would strengthen these. 

3.2 There were a few sites flagged for which Natural England suggested the impacts upon 

biodiversity were currently unclear and asked for additional clarification to confirm that the Council had 

considered how development could impact these and nearby SSSIs, these included allocations SPS15 

(Redbridge Paddock), SPE1 (Government Buildings) and SPN1 (Northern Gateway). The allocations 

within proximity to watercourses and also those directly adjacent to SSSIs were also topics of discussion 

regarding whether there were additional details that could be included in the allocations in relation to 

managing impacts on biodiversity. The Council has revisited these allocations and where relevant 

identified minor modifications that could strengthen these policies and the appendix details where 

amendments have been proposed. 

3.3 There were also a number of suggestions which, upon further discussion, the two parties have 

agreed are not necessary and these are identified in Appendix A also. In some places, the parties agree 

that these will be topics to be explored further in the subsequent Technical Advice Notes that will 

provide additional guidance to applicants in interpreting existing policies. For example, in relation to 

additional guidance on interpreting requirements for reprovision of green infrastructure as required 

under policy G2, or in relation to opportunity sites for providing off-site biodiversity net gain, particularly 

as the emerging Local Nature Recovery Strategy comes forward for the county. 

3.4 The key soundness issue flagged by Natural England was in relation to the Habitat Regulations 

Assessment stage 2 Appropriate Assessment. The initial objection related to the fact that although a 

Stage 1 Screening Report had been produced for the Regulation 19 consultation, Natural England 

requested a Stage 2 Appropriate Assessment Report be supplied to them. The detail of the objection 

also highlighted the conservation objectives which Natural England expect the Stage 2 HRA to address.  

The City Council subsequently shared the Stage 2 – Appropriate Assessment with Natural England and 

this formed the main focus of the first discussion on 13th February 2024. 

3.5 The discussion on the 13th February allowed the two parties to discuss the work to date and to 

hear feedback from Natural England on the Appropriate Assessment. A number of issues/queries were 

raised, including the potential of additional recreational impacts on the Oxford Meadows SAC if 

allocations for student accommodation instead came forward as residential, as well as the robustness of 

the air quality/transport modelling findings. The Council has iteratively responded to these issues in the 

intervening period via email and the two parties agree these have been resolved. A follow-up meeting 



was then held on the 18th March 2024 at which officers from both parties discussed the remaining 

issues. This conversation focussed on Natural England’s concerns involving how to address the potential 

‘in-combination’ assessment of air quality impacts resulting from the growth arising from the emerging 

plans of the other Oxfordshire district councils. 

4. Unresolved matters 

4.1 Natural England currently have concerns that the current Air Quality and Habitats Regulations 

Assessments provided with the Local Plan do not provide enough certainty of no likely significant effects 

on integrity of Oxford Meadows SAC. Natural England are of the view that further discussions and 

assessment are required to provide certainty of the potential Air Quality impacts of the plan. 

4.2 Natural England recognise that the Oxford City Local Plan as currently modelled shows a small 

impact alone. When considered in combination with other Local Plans and planning applications in 

Oxfordshire out to consultation, Natural England consider that the cumulative impact from these live 

plans and applications highlights a more significant issue. Natural England are willing to continue to work 

with Oxford City to support the resolution of the air quality impacts through the HRA process for this 

Local Plan ahead of the examination hearing. 

4.3 Whilst the City Council acknowledges Natural England’s remaining concerns, the Council’s 

position is that lack of a strategic approach to air quality assessment is outside the scope of Oxford City 

Council’s Local Plan and HRA process at this current time. The Council conducted an ‘in-combination’ air 

quality assessment as part of the HRA for the Local Plan 2036, the results of which were agreed with 

Natural England through a statement of common ground as part of the previous Local Plan examination. 

The assessment looked at the ‘in-combination’ impacts from air quality on the Oxford Meadows SAC 

from all the other submitted (and recently adopted) plans from the neighbouring Oxfordshire 

authorities. 

4.4 The City Council considers that there is already a mechanism for the assessment of ‘in-

combination’ impacts within the HRA process and that a strategic approach is not required. The City 

Council also considers that HRA ‘in-combination’ assessments should be undertaken at an appropriate 

time by the appropriate authority and that it is unfeasible and unrealistic for the Local Plan 2040 HRA to 

consider impacts of emerging Local Plans that have not yet been submitted to the Secretary of State for 

examination. 

4.5 Therefore, the two parties are not in agreement about the approach to the ‘in-combination’ 

assessment of air quality impacts at this time. As set out above, the parties will continue to work together 

and seek to resolve this issue ahead of the examination hearings.  

5.0 Concluding remarks/areas of agreement 

5.1 Oxford City Council and Natural England have worked closely together throughout the Local Plan 

preparation process and the subsequent discussions between January and March 2024. The discussions 

have been productive and the City Council is appreciative of the comprehensive and constructive 

feedback that officers at Natural England have provided. 

5.2 The two parties agree that the changes and responses set out in the Appendix address Natural 

England’s initial concerns and/or resolve any queries raised in relation to the strategic policies and site 






























