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REPORT 

1. Purpose of the Symposium 

The Symposium was co-sponsored by the Oxford Civic Society, the Oxfordshire Local 
Enterprise Partnership and the Oxford Strategic Partnership.  

Its purpose was to build on work to date at a time when the region is at a crossroads in its 
development and to explore how a shared vision for Oxford and Oxfordshire might be 
created, a vision that:  

• embraces all the characteristics for which it has been so widely appreciated for so 
many centuries,   

• improves those aspects of life which are currently compromised,   
• releases and stimulates the potential of the dynamic local economy, and   
• meets the challenges of de-carbonisation and the effects of climate change.  

In summary, a truly sustainable future for the city and the region, and one which results in 
both a strong and vibrant economy and a good quality of life for those who live and/or work 
here.   

The Symposium was attended by 85 people, representing all six local councils, the boards of 
the Local Enterprise Partnership (OxLEP) and the Oxford Strategic Partnership, both 
universities, colleges and a wide range of businesses including hi-tech, environmental, 
manufacturing and professional services, Small- and Medium-sized Enterprises, tourism, rail, 
planning and design. Also present were representatives from Oxford Civic Society, several 
neighbourhood planning groups, the Oxford Preservation Trust and the Council for the 
Preservation of Rural England. 

2. Objectives of the Symposium 

The sponsors hoped that by the end of the event there would be: 

• a deeper, shared understanding of the challenges and opportunities that face us 
• a collective will to find and deliver realistic solutions, in order to realise the full 

potential of the city and the county  
• some agreement on how we can best work together to create a sustainable future in 

a timely and resourceful way 
• a sense of what will be the next steps in this dialogue, and what actions might 

follow. 
 

3. Themes 

In his introductory address Lord Drayson provided an insightful and challenging analysis of 
the urgent issues facing Oxford and Oxfordshire, based on his experience as an 
entrepreneur living and working in Oxford and also through his involvement in the 
development of the Oxfordshire Innovation Engine Report and the Steering Group created 
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to take forward its recommendations. He also offered some suggestions for possible ways 
forward. Key points included: 

• Oxford and the region are being held back by the lack of a unified voice presenting  a 
shared vision of what truly sustainable growth can offer to everyone across the 
region  

• The globally-recognised Oxford  brand has huge potential which should be 
developed intensively for the benefit of both the city and the county 

• The Cities and Local Government Devolution Bill could be an opportunity to create a 
Southern Powerhouse – a cross-county view from local councils in which both the 
universities and businesses help drive and direct sustainable growth  

Following the speech by Lord Drayson, delegates attended workshops on six key themes to 
explore and discuss barriers to a sustainable future for Oxford and Oxfordshire. Key 
feedback is summarised as follows: 

A. Housing availability and affordability 
 
• This is a real threat to our future prosperity if a ‘common cause’ is not found in 

meeting the housing challenge; a consensus must be built about levels of housing 
need and delivery 

• A lack of trust between key organisations, politicians and the Growth Board must be 
overcome. Showing leadership is key, complemented by closer cross-authority 
working between district, county and transport planners 

• Communities must be built, rather than just houses;  innovative delivery mechanisms 
should be explored to create more and better homes that are affordable to key 
workers 

• A tension between urgent housing need and the need for public engagement must 
be reconciled through decisive leadership and transparent processes. 
 

B. Environmental balance 
 
• The environmental and social case for sustainable growth has not been made as well 

as the economic case Lord Drayson articulated; sustainable growth must deliver 
improvements in the planning, management and access to the crucial ‘green’ 
environment in both existing and new development, as well as mitigating the effects 
of climate change and progressing the switch from fossil fuels 

• A level of consensus on the need for development can be used as a tool to work 
together in a democratic way, through replicable exemplar projects, aligned 
sustainable planning standards and strategic regional leadership of the sustainable 
growth agenda 

• Greater financial and human resources are needed, as is citizen involvement in a 
discussion about growth and development. 
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C. Spatial Planning for the whole of Oxfordshire 
 
• A strategic and detailed spatial  plan needs to be developed  through  a debate about 

the scale, nature and location of growth and of the transport infrastructure needed 
to support it 

• There is a perception that structures to deliver sustainable growth do not exist and 
that a leadership vacuum needs filling, with greater industry involvement  

• There is a need for transparency and dialogue with all stakeholders and sections of 
the community, beyond ‘consultation’, while taking action on existing housing 
shortage which needs a more immediate response. 

 
D. Business Leadership 

 
• The diversity of Oxford’s economy with strengths in a number of key sectors has 

resulted in an element of fragmentation - a voice fully representative of businesses 
in Oxford and the sub-region is required to articulate views of the business 
community 

• This could help prioritise key issues of concern, which are housing (in particular its 
supply and affordability), transport (affecting both business operations and staff 
commutes), infrastructure, and skills (given the tight labour market where there is 
low unemployment). 

• Businesses look to local authorities to work together in a collaborative way to ensure 
that infrastructure delivery is seamless, e.g. within a spatial planning framework. 

 
E. Connectivity and Mobility 

 
• There is no one voice and there needs to be – a voice of strategic leadership and 

accountability, be it through consensus working if possible or direct authority 
• The potential of developing a single local authority (LA) voice was seen as critical to 

realising Oxford and Oxfordshire’s economic growth. Options discussed ranged from 
closer LA working, building on the Growth Board’s role to Unitary Authority or an 
independent leadership role that could be played by OxLEP. (Since the Symposium 
discussions between OxLEP and Oxfordshire’s local authorities has led to positive 
discussions associated with a Combined Authority approach.) 

• Smarter and more efficient growth is required through planning around transport 
capacity rather than from scratch, using the evidence base and taking local views 
into account 

• We should aim at delivering quick and demonstrable wins, and articulate community 
benefits through a single voice. 
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F. Quality of Life 
 
• This has a multiplicity of meanings but, if we get most other things right, the 

outcome should be an improved quality of life  
• We need to consider how to proactively ensure that quality of life improvements 

result from work on the other themes, rather than assuming that benefits will 
automatically trickle down 

• The quality of our plans, planning and design matter – we should consider multi-use 
and innovative spaces, not places that are dead at night; and we should encourage 
clustering and cross-fertilisation of different employment types 

• There is concern that we do not have the mechanisms to deliver on this agenda; this 
should be addressed 

The event concluded with an address by Professor Alistair Fitt, Vice Chancellor of Oxford 
Brookes University, who challenged the audience to think differently in order to open up 
creative solutions. 

4. Outcomes of the Symposium 

In the light of comments, findings and key points raised during the Symposium, the 
objectives of the event may be reviewed and assessed: 

1. A deeper, shared understanding of challenges and opportunities.  

The Symposium seemed to recognise that Oxford is at a crossroads in its development and 
that a sense of complacency or historic entitlement would be misguided. Recognition that 
the status quo – continuing as we are - is not an option and the urgency of the need to take 
action was accepted. The alternative of imposed and piecemeal growth is likely to be 
polarising rather than benefitting everyone, whilst also failing to address social and 
environmental challenges. 

Consensus seemed to be beginning to emerge at the Symposium about: 

• the main challenges we face in creating and delivering a vision for a sustainable 
Oxford and Oxfordshire - and the risks if we do not succeed 

• outcomes we are looking for and principles to be followed if there is to be a 
workable and widely accepted solution 

The event also helped provide an outline of the outcomes hoped for from this work, which 
gives a clearer sense of why stakeholders might want to continue participating: 

• a positive, coherent and compelling sense of place to be articulated and widely 
shared, within the region, to government and internationally 

• investment in sustainable, carefully planned growth that benefits everyone and 
provides a greater quality of life. 
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2. A collective will to find and deliver realistic solutions  

Two issues were raised consistently throughout the event as critical to success: 

• the need for a unified voice and effective leadership for the city and county 
• the need to create suitable mechanisms for developing a shared sense of place and 

for delivering sustainable planned-for growth. 

It was recognised that progress has been made with: 

• the creation of cross-county strategic bodies (OxLEP and the Oxfordshire Growth 
Board)  

• a greater coherence and complementarity in key plans for the region through the 
Strategic Economic Plan (SEP) and the Strategic Environmental Economic Investment 
Plan which feeds into it 

This progress was welcomed and it was acknowledged that this provides an opportunity – a 
foundation on which we can build. 

3. Agreement on how we can best work together 

A view started to emerge at the Symposium as follows: 

• a potential role for a core group, and perhaps OxLEP as a body, to help orchestrate a 
more unified voice and provide leadership across sectors and themes 

• a concern that this needs to be reconciled with greater democratic accountability 
and an effective two-way dialogue across the area with citizens and businesses 

• a question around the future of local government and ways for councils to work 
more closely together, towards creating a single vision and a representative body for 
the region 

• a need also to develop a single voice for business, across different networks, and for 
the universities to play a more active role. 

4. Next steps and actions to follow. 

Three key actions of equal priority and importance have been identified by the sponsors of 
the event: 

• Brand – Oxford is the brand and Oxfordshire is the place –it is important that all 
stakeholders agree to this and share language and message to our communities, 
Government and investors  

• Single Voice – The Oxfordshire Growth Board, a statutory “Joint Committee” allows 
the opportunity for Oxfordshire’s local authorities to make strategic decisions in 
support of the delivery of the SEP. (Recent discussions between OxLEP and local 
authority partners have led to consideration of a stronger Combined Authority 
approach.)Notwithstanding this progress, it is essential that a clearer understanding 
of the Growth Board’s role is provided to the wider community, including its 
operational remit, accountability and decision making process utilising local 
authority powers. The second key area highlighted was that of a strategic business 
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voice which draws together a single representative approach across business 
representative groups. (Progress has again been made since the Symposium in the 
context of business representation at both a city and county level. These proposals 
will be progressed with the support of OxLEP.) 

• Wider engagement – to be able to support and influence decisions we need to 
ensure that we have wider engagement and better understanding of the 
opportunities and threats to Oxfordshire.  The refresh of the SEP provides a timely 
opportunity to widen engagement and reinforce a sustainable vision and future for 
Oxford and Oxfordshire with all who live and work across Oxfordshire. We will 
ensure that all stakeholders have the opportunity to be engaged in the refresh of the 
SEP. 
 
 
August 2015 

 Anne Gwinnett Chair, Oxford Strategic Partnership  
 Peter Thompson Chairman, Oxford Civic Society 
 Nigel Tipple   Chief Executive, Oxfordshire Local Enterprise Partnership 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

   
 


