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Theme Two

Improving Environmental
Quality

152

Oxfordshire's natural, historic and
built environments are what makes
Oxfordshire distinct and special, attracting
people to live and stay in Oxfordshire and
underpinning the health and wellbeing, quality
of life and sense of identity of Oxfordshire's
communities.

153

The natural environment is the
foundation of Oxfordshire’s
prosperity and through its varied ecosystems,
geodiversity and landscapes provide people
with a range of benefits upon which human
wellbeing depends. Such benefits include
thriving wildlife, food, clean water and air and
reduced risks from environmental hazards, such
as flooding and drought.

154

Protection and enhancement of
all-natural assets is needed to build
resilience in nature and within our communities
and it therefore needs to be central to planmaking in Oxfordshire.

155

From the county-wide landscape
scale to the individual development
and community scale, nature is important to the
health and resilience of people and wildlife.

Theme Two
Meets the following Objectives
of the Oxfordshire Plan:
No 1.
To demonstrate leadership in addressing
the climate emergency by significantly
reducing greenhouse gas emissions.

No 2.
To conserve and enhance Oxfordshire's
historic, built and natural environments,
recognising the benefits these assets
contribute to quality of life, local identity
and economic success.

No 9.
To protect and enhance Oxfordshire’s
distinctive landscape character,
recreational and biodiversity value by
identifying strategic green and blue
infrastructure, improving connectivity
between environmental assets and
securing a net gain for biodiversity.
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Policy Option 05:
Protection and Enhancement of Landscape Characters

156

Oxfordshire’s landscapes are
particularly important in defining
the character of the county and what makes it
distinctive.

Areas of
Outstanding
Natural Beauty

157

The protected landscapes of the
Chilterns, Cotswolds and North Wessex
Downs Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty cover
over a quarter of the land area of the county.
These distinctive and varied landscapes, defined
by their underlying geology, land use practices
and the many water courses that cross them
are highly valued and protected for their natural
beauty, distinctiveness and tranquillity.

158

Great weight has been given to
conserving and enhancing landscape
and scenic beauty in Areas of Outstanding Natural
Beauty and their settings in Oxfordshire and this
has shaped the pattern of development in the
county over time.

159

The conservation and enhancement
of wildlife and cultural heritage are
important considerations in these areas, and the
Oxfordshire Plan will continue to support this,
as AONBs continue to have the highest level of
protection in relation to their landscape and
scenic beauty.
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160

Oxfordshire has many attractive
landscapes and townscapes of distinct
character, which are valued by residents and
visitors alike. The National Landscape Character
map of England shows Oxfordshire to be covered
by eight different National Character Areas,
which are defined by a unique combination of
landscape, biodiversity, geodiversity, history and
cultural and economic activity.

161

At a county level, these areas are
reflected in the Oxfordshire Wildlife and
Landscape Study (OWLS) as regional character
areas. In addition, OWLS define a number of
landscape types which are recognisable by
common characteristics defined by geology,
topography, landcover and settlement pattern.

Preferred Policy Option

162

Landscape protection and
enhancement is an important factor in
plan-making and as such, is a key objective of the
Oxfordshire Plan. The significance of any impacts
on landscape are dependent on the sensitivity
of landscape and the nature of any changes
proposed. An understanding of such sensitivities
will be central in guiding the Oxfordshire Plan
spatial strategy.

163

Policy Option 05:
Protection and
Enhancement of
Landscape Characters

164

The Oxfordshire Plan would establish
a positive strategy for the conservation
and enhancement of landscape and
townscape features at a county-wide
landscape scale, taking account of
topography, vegetation, tranquillity, light
pollution, dark skies, settlement pattern
and landscape protection status.

The preferred policy option is to
establish a positive strategy for the
protection and enhancement of landscape and
townscape features in Oxfordshire, due to the
significance and importance of these features on
the identity, sense of place, health and wellbeing
and prosperity of Oxfordshire’s communities.
These factors drive Oxfordshire’s visitor economy.
It is necessary for the Oxfordshire Plan
to have regard to the landscape and
townscape character of the county in terms of
shaping policies, defining the spatial strategy and
determining the spatial distribution of growth.
Further detailed evidence on landscape sensitivity
and impacts will be required as the Oxfordshire
Plan evolves, but it is important to recognise the
importance landscape and townscape character
will have on determining the overarching spatial
strategy for the Oxfordshire Plan.

Landscape character and visual impact
assessments would be required to
support major new developments
and urban extensions as well as the
preparation of the Oxfordshire Plan itself
and subsequent plans and strategies
guiding development in Oxfordshire.
Regard should be had to the Oxfordshire
Wildlife and Landscape Study and
relevant landscape character studies
relating to parts of Oxfordshire.
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Policy Option 06:
Protection and Enhancement of Historic Environment

Oxfordshire Heritage Assets

165

Oxfordshire has a rich and varied
cultural heritage that defines the
distinctive character of the county with a wealth
of heritage sites, from the prehistoric, the Roman
occupation and the Saxon, Norman, Medieval,
post-medieval and Victorian periods.

166

There are numerous fine examples
of heritage assets throughout the
Oxfordshire landscape include the Neolithic long
barrow at Wayland Smithy, the Iron Age hillforts
such as Uffington Castle and Sinodin Hill, Roman
temples at Frilford, Wiggington and the Lowbury
Hill and the chalk figure of the Uffington White
Horse, one of the most iconic examples of Iron
Age art in the world.

167

In addition, the county contains the
internationally renowned medieval
colleges and buildings of Oxford, one of the
region’s most important tourist destinations.
Other significant heritage assets include Blenheim
Palace World Heritage Site, Rousham Park and
former RAF Upper Heyford. These heritage
assets, as well as locally listed buildings, form a
valued and important resource that underpins
Oxfordshire’s distinctiveness and sense of place.
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168

It is vital that the Oxfordshire Plan
recognises the importance of the
county’s cultural heritage, not just in defining the
sense of place and identity, but for the value that
it brings to the local economy, supporting the
enterprise base and attracting significant tourist
spending through the visitor economy.

169

These archaeological and historic
heritage assets are a finite resource
that are highly valued by the local community as
well as both nationally and internationally. They
form an important backdrop to the characteristic
sense of place of Oxfordshire that makes it
such a vibrant and attractive place to live and
work. The historic environment also plays an
important role in community identity. These
irreplaceable historic assets are easily disturbed
and destroyed by unsympathetic development
unless carefully managed.

170

Approaches to the conservation
and enhancement of the historic
environment and heritage assets are well
established in national and local policy through
local plans. The Oxfordshire Plan has the potential
to add value by setting a positive strategy for the
conservation and enhancement of the historic
environment at a landscape scale.

171

Historic Landscape Characterisation
identifies specific characteristics of
an area or to better understand what makes
a place special or distinct and helps to build
an understanding of sensitivity, vulnerability
and capacity for change. Historic landscape
characterisation mapping has been undertaken
for the whole of Oxfordshire in order to identify
broad historic landscape types across the county.

172

This assessment gives a broad
understanding of the county’s historic
character and indicates patterns of historic and
current land use. As the assessment covers the
whole of the Oxfordshire landscape, it also gives
an understanding of archaeological potential
within different parts of the county as well as the
potential to support biodiversity, so there are
synergies with other parts of the Plan relating to
climate change and the natural environment.

Preferred Policy Option

174

The preferred policy option is to
establish a positive strategy for the
conservation and enhancement of Oxfordshire’s
historic environment, due to the significance and
importance of Oxfordshire’s historic environment
on the identity, sense of place, health and
wellbeing and prosperity of Oxfordshire’s
communities.

175

The Oxfordshire Plan should have
regard to the location, scale and
importance of Oxfordshire’s heritage assets in
terms of shaping policies, defining the spatial
strategy and determining the spatial distribution
of growth. Further detailed evidence on heritage
impact will be required as the Oxfordshire Plan
evolves.

173

An understanding of the historic
importance of landscapes can help
shape the Oxfordshire Plan spatial strategy to
ensure that they are protected and enhanced for
the value that they bring in terms of recreation,
education, sense of place and historic character.
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Historic Landscape
Characterisation
Broad Types

Policy Option 06: Protection
and Enhancement of Historic
Environment
The Oxfordshire Plan would establish a positive
strategy for the conservation and enjoyment of
Oxfordshire’s historic environment at the strategic scale,
taking account of the county’s historic environment
and heritage assets including historic landscapes,
archaeology, Scheduled Monuments, World Heritage
Site, Historic Parks and Gardens, Conservation Areas
and Listed Buildings and their settings.
Development proposals would be required to assess
the impact on the historic environment and heritage
assets including both known and potential heritage
assets including assessing the likelihood of currently
unidentified assets being identified.
Regard would be had to the county’s Historic
Environment Record and local assessments relating to
heritage assets including important views, conservation
areas and locally listed buildings.
Detailed historic characterisation work would be required
to assess the impact of major development, including
new settlements, urban extensions or rural development
including proposals for the Oxfordshire Plan and spatial
strategy on the significance of heritage assets.
Development should conserve and enhance the historic
environment and the setting of heritage assets.
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Policy Option 07:
Nature Recovery

176

It is recognised that nature is declining
around the world at unprecedented
rates and that there has been continued decline
of biodiversity nationally and locally over the
past decade. Although there have been some
conservation successes in Oxfordshire, nature is
still in decline.

177

A key finding of the 2017 ‘State of
Nature in Oxfordshire’ report29 was
that there is continued fragmentation and loss
of connectivity across the county’s landscapes,
affecting the future viability of habitats and
species. Long-term decline in woodland
and farmland biodiversity in particular has
continued, threatening a number of associated
species with extinction.

impacts on species composition and the integrity
of habitats. Pollution and growing urbanisation
and invasive species are also known to contribute
to species decline.

change, taking account of flood risk, water
supply, biodiversity and landscapes, and the
risk of overheating and drought from rising
temperatures.

180

183

181

184

Despite widespread degradation and
loss of habitats, Oxfordshire retains
some of the finest and rarest habitats anywhere
in the country such as the wet grasslands of
Otmoor. It is important that the Oxfordshire Plan
aims to protect all that is good and valuable while
aiming to repair and recover that which has been
lost through harmful land use practices in recent
years.

Historically, agricultural changes have
been one of the main contributing
factors to habitat degradation and fragmentation
with losses of semi-natural grasslands and
floodplain meadows resulting from more
intensive agricultural methods.

Key actions identified for Oxfordshire in
the State of Nature Report included the
need to create larger and more connected areas
of high-quality habitat and to assist landowners
and farmers in identifying financially viable ways
of managing land in a more nature friendly way.
Better planning for green and blue infrastructure
is regarded as being beneficial for both people
and nature.

179

182

178

Climate change is also a significant
contributory factor with changes in
temperature and rainfall resulting in negative

29 State of Nature in Oxfordshire 2017, Wild Oxfordshire

The Oxfordshire Plan has an
opportunity to take a proactive
approach to mitigating and adapting to climate

It is proposed that the Oxfordshire Plan
takes a holistic approach to nature
recovery and environmental enhancement,
enabled by the Plan’s county-wide coverage.
This allows the plan to look at threats and
opportunities for the natural environment at the
landscape scale which isn’t necessarily possible
for district-level local plans.

The Oxfordshire Plan aims to protect
and enhance the natural environment
of Oxfordshire, including its natural capital
assets, landscapes and wildlife. A key focus of
this approach is on minimising impacts on and
delivering net gains for biodiversity.

185

Supporting the health and resilience of
habitats and species and supporting
biodiversity is fundamental to the delivery of
ecosystems services for the multiple benefits
that they bring to the health and wellbeing of the
planet and the human populations that comprise
Oxfordshire’s communities.

60

Oxfordshire Plan | Theme Two

186

There is a wide distribution of
wildlife rich, protected sites across
Oxfordshire. Such sites benefit from protected
status, meaning that national policy and adopted
local plan policy steers harmful uses away from
such sites and aims to deliver enhancements
where possible.

187

This well-established approach may
have been successful in protecting
individual sites but less successful in arresting
the fragmentation of habitats and building
resilience amongst species to a changing climate.
Wildlife within protected habitats cannot survive
indefinitely in isolation but need to be part of
a wider network of habitats connected at the
landscape scale.

188

Conservation Target Areas (CTAs) were
introduced to Oxfordshire in 2006
to identify areas where targeted conservation
action could deliver the greatest benefits. There
are currently 37 CTAs in Oxfordshire, covering
over 20% of the county providing a focus for coordinated delivery of agri-environment schemes
and biodiversity enhancements delivered through
the planning system.

189

The Oxfordshire Plan presents an
opportunity to build on the CTA
approach, to map and plan for ecological
connectivity and enhancement at a landscape
scale and to link key wildlife sites to achieve
measurable gains in biodiversity.

190

The establishment of a Nature
Recovery Network (NRN) for
Oxfordshire is considered to be an important
step in defining the key spatial elements required
to deliver more coherent and robust ecological
networks for the county and to ensure that future
development avoids harmful impacts on nature
and makes a meaningful contribution to nature’s
recovery.

191

For nature to recover it is important
to look beyond currently protected
sites and take action to extend and link existing
sites, both to support wildlife and to recover the
range of economic and social benefits that nature
provides.

192

Looking at ecological networks at
the landscape scale, provides an
opportunity to consider where existing habitats
can be improved and increased in size, to improve
connectivity between patches of habitat and to
restore natural processes.

193

The primary role of a Nature Recovery
Network for Oxfordshire would be
to support abundant wildlife but should also
enhance natural beauty, conserve geodiversity
and provide opportunities and benefits for people
including flood alleviation, recreation and climate
change resilience and adaptation.
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194

The map opposite shows the
distribution of many of the
protected wildlife sites across Oxfordshire.
Although these sites benefit from protected
status and many sit in a rural setting
surrounded by countryside, they are not
necessarily resilient to change and are in
many cases disjointed from other similar
habitat types as a result of intervening land
uses. Species living within such sites may
be threatened by not being able to migrate
under changing environmental conditions.
It should be noted that the map is not
exhaustive and does not include all protected
sites and habitats in Oxfordshire, such as all
local designations.

Ecological Protection
Designations
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195

The following map illustrates how
protected sites for wildlife are set
within the existing network of Conservation
Target Areas in Oxfordshire.

Ecology and Conservation
Target Areas

196

Conservation Target Areas were first
established in Oxfordshire in 2006 and
since then have been recognised in local plans
as a focal point for conservation work and deliver
biodiversity net gains in a more co-ordinated
manner. Local plans in Oxfordshire ensure that
the aims of CTAs are considered as part of the
plan-making and decision-taking process for
changing land uses in Oxfordshire.

197

Establishing a Nature Recovery
Network for Oxfordshire could build
on the foundation of the CTAs and expand to
include important freshwater areas, to ensure
that the network includes both aquatic and
terrestrial habitats.
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198

Important freshwater areas30 are those
areas that are most important for
freshwater wildlife. In order to identify coherent
ecological networks to be protected through plans
and strategies, it is necessary to understand the
extent and geographical distribution of such areas.
Important freshwater areas are illustrated on the
map opposite.

199

There is significant overlap between the
CTAs and Important Freshwater Areas,
emphasising that aquatic and terrestrial habitats should
be considered in tandem in identifying ecological
networks and making space for nature. For freshwater
networks, there are a number of terrestrial habitats that
are important to the health of freshwater areas, such as
woodlands in the upper catchments of river systems,
which regulate both the flow and quality of water
entering rivers systems.

200

There are several catchment management
plans already in place in Oxfordshire which
guide conservation and flood management and
improved water quality along water courses in the
county. Such management plans consider the interaction
between land uses in river catchments with a focus
on how nature-based solutions can deliver benefits to
both people and nature. Examples of such work include
natural flood risk management schemes which aim to
reconnect rivers with their floodplains, remove blockages
to wildlife and delay the responsiveness of river channels
to rainfall and to slow and store surface water runoff.
Further work is required to tackle sewerage discharges.

30 https://freshwaterhabitats.org.uk/research/important-freshwater-areas/
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201

Combining both Conservation Target
Areas and Important Freshwater
Areas provides a strong spatial overview of
where conservation efforts could be targeted in
Oxfordshire to deliver multiple benefits, reducing
fragmentation of sites and waterbodies and
helping to build climate change resilience in the
natural environment.

202

Building a greater understanding
of how these valuable areas for
biodiversity can be better connected, will assist
in the formation of a coherent ecological network
for Oxfordshire, setting the framework for future
planning for development and conservation and
enhancement of the natural environment.

203

Analysis has been undertaken in
Oxfordshire to identify the most
important areas for biodiversity and the
areas that are most important for connecting
these together31. The analysis has enabled
the identification of a draft Nature Recovery
Network for Oxfordshire. A draft NRN has been
refined through a process of engagement and
consultation to define three distinct zones in
Oxfordshire with ‘soft boundaries’ that can be
subject to further refinement through the process
of creating a future nature recovery strategy.

204

The draft NRN for Oxfordshire
comprises the following components
and the map which follows indicates the extent
of the areas.
31 TVERC technical report

Core Zone:
The Core zone of the NRN contains the most important sites for biodiversity in the county.
The identification of the core zone of the NRN does not diminish the protection afforded to
such sites through existing national and local policy, which will continue to benefit from a high
level of protection.


Special Protection Areas



Oxford City Wildlife Sites



Special Areas for Conservation,



BBOWT reserves



Sites of Special Scientific Interest



Woodland Trust woodlands



Ramsar sites





Local Nature Reserves



Local Wildlife Sites (including proposed)



Cherwell District Wildlife Sites



Other sites of local importance for
nature conservation
All priority habitats

Recovery Zone:
The recovery zone consists of Conservation Target Areas, Important Freshwater Areas and a
freshwater network, with additional areas of land added to provide better connectivity.
The recovery zone is where new habitat creation and habitat restoration should be focussed.
Habitat creation and restoration in this zone will better link parts of the core network, either by
buffering and connecting core sites or by providing corridors or stepping-stones between core sites.

Wider Landscape Zone:
The wider countryside is still important for nature’s recovery. The focus within the wider
landscape zone should be on strengthening landscape character and making room for
nature, including hedgerow restoration and creation, managing farmland with nature in
mind or improving access to the countryside.
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Policy Options

Nature Recovery Network

Preferred Policy Option

205

The preferred option is to identify
those parts of the county that are
important for establishing a well-connected
ecological network and to use this mapped
resource to shape the policies, define the spatial
strategy and determine the spatial distribution
of development in the Oxfordshire Plan. Utilising
the draft Nature Recovery Network to shape
the Oxfordshire Plan will ensure that future
development and ecological enhancements
are directed to locations where they can
minimise harm and secure the greatest benefits
in supporting nature’s recovery and building
resilience in communities and ecosystems to
climate change.
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Policy Option 07: Nature Recovery
The Oxfordshire Plan would utilise the draft
Nature Recovery Network for Oxfordshire to
guide the spatial distribution of sustainable
development and the spatial strategy for the
Oxfordshire Plan, as part of a commitment to
strengthening ecological networks, delivering
biodiversity net gains and building resilience
to climate change in Oxfordshire, recognising
the importance of the county’s habitats, natural
resources and landscapes in supporting
biodiversity, connecting habitats and aiding
nature’s recovery.

Core Zone
The most important sites for biodiversity in
Oxfordshire - including all nationally and
locally designated sites, nature reserves,
priority habitats and ancient woodland.

Recovery Zone
Comprising the Conservation Target Areas,
Important Freshwater Areas and additional
areas added to provide better habitat
connectivity.

The Nature Recovery Network would build on
the established CTAs for Oxfordshire and would
not diminish any of the protections afforded to
protected sites, habitats or species but will seek
to better connect them.
The proposed draft Nature Recovery Network
would be comprised of three zones:

Wider Landscape Zone
Covering the rest of the county, recognising the
important contribution that agricultural and
urban landscapes beyond the Recovery zone
can make to nature’s recovery.
The draft Nature Recovery Network would
provide a framework for future plan-making
(Including the Oxfordshire Plan) and decisiontaking, ensuring that future developments
do not undermine efforts to connect habitats
and to make landscapes more permeable to
biodiversity.

The Nature Recovery Network provides a spatial
illustration of a connected ecological network
for Oxfordshire and sets the context for a future
Nature Recovery Strategy in accordance with
the 25 Year Environment Plan. The Oxfordshire
Plan would support the establishment of a
Nature Recovery Strategy for Oxfordshire.
The Nature Recovery Network would provide
a focus for biodiversity net gains and wider
environmental net gains as part of a
co-ordinated approach to environmental
protection and enhancement for Oxfordshire.
67

Oxfordshire Plan | Theme Two

Alternative Policy
Option 07-1

206

One discounted policy option has
been to not progress the development
of the Nature Recovery Network map in the
Oxfordshire Plan and to leave it to the subsequent
Nature Recovery Strategy for Oxfordshire to
define. This would defer to the established
approach of site, species and habitat protection,
Conservation Target Areas and application of
mitigation hierarchy for biodiversity to be applied
through local plans.

207

This option is not preferred as
the Oxfordshire Plan provides
an opportunity to plan more holistically for
ecological connectivity at the landscape scale.
Not utilising the draft Nature Recovery Network to
shape the Oxfordshire Plan spatial strategy might
undermine future efforts to establish ecological
networks and to plan for nature recovery through
a future Nature Recovery Strategy.

32 State of Nature | Wild Oxfordshire

Policy Option 08:
Biodiversity Gain

208

Biodiversity net gain is an approach which
aims to leave the natural environment
in a measurably better state than before.

209

Oxfordshire has a diverse and
distinctive landscape which supports
a variety of habitats. The Oxfordshire State of
Nature report (2017)32 found that there continues
to be long-term declines in farmland and
woodland biodiversity and that there is continued
fragmentation and loss of connectivity across the
county’s landscape, affecting the future viability of
habitats and species.

210

Such issues of fragmentation and
ecological connectivity can be
addressed to a significant extent through the
establishment of a Nature Recovery Network.

211

In order to account for past losses and
degradation of the natural environment
however, achieving significant biodiversity net
gains through planning are likely to be desirable.

212

Preparation of the Oxfordshire Plan
provides an opportunity to set high
level ambitions for biodiversity and wider
environmental net gains in the county and to set
a consistent approach and framework for planmaking and decision taking across the county.

213

Approaches to biodiversity net gain
have already been developed in
parts of Oxfordshire with local plans setting
requirements and targets for biodiversity net gain
through new development as well as varying
targets set at individual site level for planned
garden communities. The use of biodiversity
metrics is recognised as an important mechanism
through which the biodiversity value of land preand post-development is measured.

214

The Oxfordshire Plan has the potential
to add value and perform a key role
in achieving biodiversity net gain through new
developments through to 2050, which is key to
reducing harmful impacts on wildlife, supporting
recovery of nature, reversing long-term declines in
biodiversity and addressing climate change.
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215

The Oxfordshire Plan aims to protect
and enhance Oxfordshire’s distinct
landscape character, recreational and biodiversity
value. Achieving net gain for biodiversity is one
way the Oxfordshire Plan 2050 can help to achieve
this. This Plan will provide an opportunity to be
ambitious and align the views of key stakeholders
across the county, providing a county-wide
framework for all the local authorities to work
within. National policy is clear that the natural
and local environment should be enhanced
through minimising impacts on and providing net
gains for biodiversity.

216

Nationally, biodiversity net gain
is proposed to be set at 10% for
all new development33. Planning to 2050
provides an opportunity to set clear ambitions
for environmental improvement and it is not
considered unreasonable to have targets in the
Oxfordshire Plan which go beyond existing and
proposed national and local targets.

217

A key challenge in securing biodiversity
net gains through development will
be the effect on viability but this is a challenge
that must be addressed if the Oxfordshire Plan
is to meet objectives for net zero carbon and to
mitigate the impacts of climate change.

219

The preference should be for
biodiversity net gains to be delivered
on site, following the mitigation hierarchy and,
where this is not possible, it should be delivered
as close to the loss as possible. The Nature
Recovery Network would provide a focus for
off-site biodiversity net gains, with the Core Zone
and Recovery Zone providing opportunities to
deliver the greatest benefits for biodiversity and
ecological connectivity.
The mitigation hierarchy
Avoid harm,
Minimise impacts,
Rehabilitation / restoration,
Compensation (on-site),
Offset (off-site).

220

Securing biodiversity net gains will
have knock-on positive effects,
delivering direct and indirect benefits to
environmental enhancement, nature resilience
and the provision of ecosystem services to
support health and wellbeing of communities.

218

A Natural England biodiversity net gain
study34 showed there is little or no
effect on the viability of housing developments
with up to 20% biodiversity net gain, and that
there is a strong case for more.

Policy Options

221

The protection and enhancement
of Oxfordshire’s wildlife, habitats
and ecological networks is central to the
Oxfordshire Plan.

222

All development proposals in
Oxfordshire should have regard to
impacts on priority habitats, designated sites,
Conservation Target Areas and the Nature
Recovery Network for Oxfordshire.

Preferred Policy Option

223

The preferred option is to set an
ambitious target for biodiversity net
gain as a standalone policy as one of the primary
mechanisms through which nature’s recovery can
be delivered through the Oxfordshire Plan. Setting
an ambitious target above national requirements
emphasises the importance of supporting
nature’s recovery and improving environmental
quality through the Oxfordshire Plan.

224

It is recognised that there could be
viability implications for achieving
higher biodiversity net gain targets in parts of
Oxfordshire, but it is also noted that higher
targets are being sought within individual
developments and strategic developments in
other parts of the county.

33 Environment Bill 2020 Environment Bill - Parliamentary Bills - UK Parliament
34 Biodiversity Net Gain Study (Vivid Economics, June 2018)
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Policy Option 08:
Biodiversity Gain
The Oxfordshire Plan proposes to set
minimum target for biodiversity net gain
across Oxfordshire to protect, enhance,
restore, increase and connect the natural
environment and secure measurable net
gains in biodiversity.
20% biodiversity net gain - Standard
benchmark for the whole of the county.
Biodiversity net gain will be measured
using the DEFRA Biodiversity Metric.
The delivery of biodiversity net gain
should follow the mitigation hierarchy
with a preference to deliver gains on site.
Where on site delivery is not possible,
gains should be delivered within the
administrative boundary of the Local
Authority and wherever possible within a
Conservation Target Area.

Alternative Policy
Option 08-1

225

Establish differential biodiversity
net gain targets for different
parts of the county with higher targets (e.g.
25%) in opportunity areas for environmental
enhancement including Green Belt, AONBs,
Conservation Target Area, as well as Broad Areas
for Growth identified in the Oxfordshire Plan and a
lower target (10% national minimum) for the rest
of the county.

Alternative Policy
Option 08-2

227

Leave to national standards and do
not set minimum biodiversity net gain
targets in the Oxfordshire Plan 2050.

228

This is not the preferred policy option
as reliance on the UK-wide 10% net
gain would fall short of Oxfordshire’s efforts to
support nature’s recovery and account for past
losses to biodiversity.

226

This alternative policy option may
assist in drawing out the challenge of
viability that is anticipated in different parts of the
county, whilst prioritising areas where biodiversity
net gain from development is particularly
sensitive and necessary.
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Policy Option 09:
Natural Capital and Ecosystem Services

229

Earlier policy options considered
the merits of establishing a Nature
Recovery Network (NRN) for Oxfordshire and for
setting relatively high targets for biodiversity net
gain, in order to increase space for nature and to
increase the resilience of the natural environment
to climate change and other pressures.

230

The emphasis of the NRN and
biodiversity net gain are very
much on building resilience in nature and
supporting wildlife conservation, but investment
in the natural environment to deliver wider
environmental net gains can deliver economic
and social benefits too.

231

Maintaining stocks of natural capital in
good condition both in terms of quality
and quantity will ensure a sustainable flow of
ecosystems services underpinning human health
and wellbeing.

232

A focus on natural capital and the
ecosystem services that habitats provide
gives a more holistic way of considering our
relationship with the natural environment and how
the protection and enhancement can deliver multiple
economic, social and environmental benefits.

233

Natural Capital is the elements of
nature that directly or indirectly
produce value to people, including ecosystems,

species, freshwater, land minerals and air, as well
as natural processes and functions.

234

The core elements of natural capital
that are important in terms of the
ecosystems services they provide are biodiversity
(plants and animals), geodiversity (soil, rock),
water and the air we breathe.

235

These stocks of natural capital
provide a wide range of ecosystem
services which can broadly be grouped into
three categories:

236

The protection and enhancement
of biodiversity and geodiversity is
fundamental to protecting stocks of natural
capital and the flows of ecosystem services that
underpin human health and wellbeing.

237

The approach to biodiversity
protection and enhancement outlined
in previous sections through the Nature Recovery
Network and targets for biodiversity net gain will
ensure that enhancements are delivered closest
to where impacts arise or where they can deliver
the most positive impacts.

Types of ecosystems services
Provisioning Services
Food crops
Livestock
Wood
Fish
Fresh water supply

Cultural Services
Recreation
Aesthetic value
Education and knowledge
Interaction with nature
Sense of place

Regulating Services
Flood control
Erosion control
Water quality
Carbon storage
Air quality
Cooling and shading
Noise regulation
Pollination
Pest control
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238

Detailed work has been undertaken
in Oxfordshire to provide a baseline
understanding of the supply of natural capital
across the county and the ability of habitats
to provide ecosystem services. The baseline
assessment covers 18 types of ecosystem services
illustrated in the table above.

239

the Wychwood Forest in West Oxfordshire. Areas
of woodland score particularly well in terms of
regulating services such as carbon sequestration,
flood risk mitigation, shading and cooling and
are valuable in terms of cultural services such as
creating a sense of place and for recreation. It is
important to note that the mapping makes no
assessment of the quality of natural capital assets
which may vary across the county.

A robust methodology for natural
capital assessment has been
developed by Oxford University35 which has
been influential in steering assessments and
approaches in neighbouring counties and
throughout the Oxford-Cambridge Arc36.
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The Oxfordshire Natural Capital
mapping project provides a spatial
overview of parts of the county that perform well
in terms of the provision of ecosystem services. A
summary of some of the key ecosystem services is
illustrated in the map on the following page.
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Darker green colours on the map
indicate habitats that perform well
in terms of regulating and cultural services (as
listed in the table above) and lighter green areas
are those that perform less well. Many of the
dark green areas represent areas of woodland
such as the Chilterns in South Oxfordshire and

Darker green areas are areas that
should be protected and enhanced
in order to preserve the beneficial ecosystem
services they provide.

Lighter green areas on the summary
map represent habitats that
potentially perform less well in terms of the
ecosystem services that they provide, although
this doesn’t distinguish between those habitats
that provide multiple services and those that only
provide one service. These areas may present
opportunity areas to deliver environmental net
gains, particularly where they relate to existing
and future development, where demand for
certain ecosystem services may be greatest. It is
important to note that almost all of the land in
Oxfordshire provide ecosystem benefits to people
in one form or another.
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As a predominantly rural county,
dominated by agricultural land,
most of the land coverage in Oxfordshire scores
well in terms of provisioning services such as
food production and water supply. In order to
differentiate between the best areas for food
production and those that are potentially less
productive, the orange colours on the summary
map indicate areas of best and most versatile
agricultural land. This is land which is most
flexible, productive and efficient and can best
deliver future crops for both food and non-food.
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An understanding of the supply of
natural capital and ecosystem services
for Oxfordshire is regarded as important, not only
in terms of protecting what we have, but also
in terms of increasing the supply, particularly
where demand for services arises such as in new
development locations.

35 Natural capital report with methodology
36 www.oxcamlncp.org/our-project
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Maximum scores for regulating cultural
services and high value land for food
production in Oxfordshire.

246

This understanding of the supply of
natural capital assets and ecosystem
services can have multiple benefits in planmaking not just in terms of guiding the spatial
distribution of development, but also in terms
of guiding green infrastructure investment
and environmental enhancements such as
increased woodland coverage, accessible natural
greenspace and natural flood risk mitigation
and the application of Environmental Land Use
Management Schemes (ELMS).
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There is a strong case for investment
in green infrastructure for the multiple
social, environmental and economic benefits
that a well-connected green infrastructure
network can bring. Planning for, and enhancing,
Oxfordshire’s Green Infrastructure is an essential
part of realising the county’s long-term ambitions
and economic aspirations.
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Analysis has been undertaken to
highlight a number of areas that
present barriers to economic growth, with
a significant economic cost to Oxfordshire
each year.

Top seven sustainability challenges in
Oxfordshire and their annual cost to the
economy
Issue

Annual cost to
Oxfordshire GVA

Mental Health

£1,300,000,000

Obesity

£427,000,000

Air pollution

£207,000,000

Transport - congestion

£170,000,000

Transport - accidents

£135,000,000

Inactive lifestyles

£120,000,000

Noise

£119,000,000

TOTAL

£2,496,000,000
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Green infrastructure is a key part of
natural capital, though natural capital
also includes intensive farmland, which is not
usually considered as green infrastructure.
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The natural capital maps developed
to support the Oxfordshire Plan can
be used to identify high value natural capital
assets, and these can then be used to help
identify strategic networks of green and blue
infrastructure, and options for strengthening
these networks.
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Applying natural capital
approaches will help integrate the
value of nature in all decision-making and
develop a better understanding of impacts
and dependencies on nature. Natural capital
and planning for green infrastructure has an
important role to play in improving health and
reducing the costs of poor health.
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An understanding of the supply
and demand for ecosystem
services coupled with investment in green
infrastructure will enable the delivery of naturebased solutions to address the sustainability
challenges identified in Oxfordshire. Investment
in green infrastructure is most effective where
it is spatially targeted and designed to deliver
multiple benefits in the same location. It is for
this reason that our understanding of natural
capital and ecosystem services provision should
be central to plan-making and environmental
investment in Oxfordshire.

Source – Making the case for investment in Green Infrastructure – Brillianto - Oxfordshire County Council
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A recently compiled business case for green infrastructure investment in Oxfordshire identified a
number of headline benefits.














A 1% increase in the amount of greenspace
in a ward generates a 1% increase in the
value of a residential property in England.
Vegetation may reduce noise by as much
as 50%.
A noise reduction of just 1 decibel for every
property in the county would be worth £8m
p.a. to the Oxfordshire economy.







Investment in cycling infrastructure could
take one car off the road for as little as 80
pence per day.
Reducing speed limits in residential areas
could reduce traffic accidents by half.



People with good access to green space are
24% more likely to be physically active.



A 10% increase in physical activity in
adults would be worth over £6m to the
Oxfordshire Economy.

Oxfordshire’s woodlands remove 175,000
tonnes of carbon dioxide (CO2) per year
from the atmosphere with an estimated
value of £6 million each year.
Green roof energy savings are 30 kwh/
m2 or 14 kg CO2/m2 or £5-6 m2 per year for
heating and air conditioning.
River woodland is worth £6,000 per year
per hectare for its flood regulation benefits.
Sustainable drainage systems (SUDS) are
half the cost of traditional drainage over a
60-year life span.
During an extreme rainfall event green
roofs can retain up to 90% of rainfall.
One square metre of green roof can offset
the annual particulate matter emissions of
one car.

Source – Making the case for investment in Green Infrastructure – Brillianto - Oxfordshire County Council







Planting of vegetation in streets can reduce
street-level pollution concentrations by up
to 60%.
Oxfordshire’s rural woodlands remove 400
tonnes of air pollutants and thereby save
£6.5 million in healthcare cost per year.
Converting intensive agriculture to a
mixture of woodland and pasture near
cities can generate benefits of £1,300 per
hectare per year.
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Taking a natural capital
approach with ambitious
targets will enable the Oxfordshire
Plan to deliver sustainable
development that secures investment
in nature across Oxfordshire.
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Policy Options

254

One discounted option has
been to include natural capital
considerations within place-shaping principles
rather than defining an Oxfordshire-wide
approach to the assessment of supply and
demand for ecosystem services.

255

This is not the preferred option as it
would represent a more traditional
approach to green infrastructure delivery
established in adopted local plans and would not
capitalise on the detailed evidence available to
shape the Oxfordshire Plan.

Preferred Policy Option
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The preferred option is to identify the
parts of the county that are important
and valuable for natural capital and ecosystems
services and to use this mapped resource to
shape the policies, define the spatial strategy and
determine the spatial distribution of development
in the Oxfordshire Plan.

257

Utilising the Natural Capital mapping
to shape the Oxfordshire Plan
would ensure that future development and
environmental enhancements are directed to
locations where they can minimise harm and
deliver multiple benefits for the environment
and communities as well as building resilience in
communities and ecosystems.

Policy Option 09: Natural Capital and Ecosystem Services
The proposal is that the Oxfordshire Plan will
utilise the Natural Capital baseline mapping
for Oxfordshire so that it can be used to
guide strategic planning for development
and green infrastructure investment at
the strategic and site scale including the
Oxfordshire Plan spatial strategy.
The Oxfordshire Plan would establish
a Natural Capital Approach to planning
in Oxfordshire, placing natural capital
considerations at the heart of planning
for development, infrastructure, and
environmental enhancements including
nature-based solutions.
A natural capital approach will recognise
the importance of healthy and thriving
ecosystems in supporting the health and
wellbeing of communities, supporting
climate change resilience and provision of
ecosystems services.

services impact for major developments,
policies, plans or programmes including the
identification of strategic environmental
opportunity areas and green infrastructure.
The use of an eco-metric may better enable
the quantification of environmental value
in order to establish the type and scale of
investments to secure net gains.
Local plans should be guided by the
baseline assessment of natural capital
assets and ecosystem services developed
for Oxfordshire to influence the spatial
distribution of development and
investment in green infrastructure and
nature-based solutions.

The Oxfordshire Plan would require an
assessment of natural capital and ecosystem
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Policy Option 10:
Green Belt

258

The aim of Green Belt is to prevent
urban sprawl by keeping land
permanently open. Not all countryside and
greenspace are classified in his way. Green Belt
is a specific policy protection that only applies to
certain designated areas.
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Oxfordshire has an expansive area
of Green Belt that surrounds the city
of Oxford and which extends in to all four rural
districts surrounding the city.
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The first Oxford Green Belt policies
were introduced in 1958 with a tight
inner boundary surrounding the city of Oxford
and extending for 5 or 6 miles in every direction
washing over a number of surrounding villages.
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The rationale for the protection of the
Green Belt in Oxfordshire has been
expanded over time but with the main purposes
of protecting the special character of Oxford and
its landscape setting, checking the growth of
Oxford and preventing ribbon development and
urban sprawl and preventing the coalescence of
settlements.

262

If applied to Oxford, the
national definition of
Green Belt and the 5 purposes that
it serves are as follows;

Oxford’s Green Belt

a) t o check the unrestricted
sprawl of Oxford;
b) t o prevent neighbouring
settlements merging into one
another;
c) t o assist in safeguarding
the countryside from
encroachment;
d) t o preserve the setting and
special character of Oxford; and
e) t o assist in urban regeneration,
by encouraging the recycling of
derelict and other urban land.
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The extent of Oxford’s
Green Belt is illustrated
on the following map:
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Making changes to the Green Belt
boundary, i.e. taking land out of the
Green Belt or adding new areas to it, requires
exceptional circumstances to be demonstrated.
The consideration of Spatial Options could
lead to further Green Belt release if exceptional
circumstances could be demonstrated.

265

As the NPPF records in para 137
‘Before concluding that exceptional
circumstances exist to justify changes to Green
Belt boundaries, the strategic policymaking
authority should be able to demonstrate that it
has examined fully all other reasonable options
for meeting its identified need for development.’
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The extent of the Oxford Green Belt has
reduced in recent years, particularly on
the inner edge, adjacent to Oxford, where there has
been pressure for development to meet housing
needs, and a lack of reasonable alternatives
to deliver this new development. Allocations
for development that satisfied the ‘exceptional
circumstances’ test have resulted in land being
removed from the Green Belt in sustainable
locations through the adopted Local Plans.
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Looking forward to 2050 and
having regard to the importance of
openness and permanence of the Green Belt, the
Oxfordshire Plan could present an opportunity
to enhance the Green Belt for beneficial uses as
the NPPF sets out in para 141 ‘Once Green Belts
have been defined, local planning authorities
should plan positively to enhance their beneficial
use, such as looking for opportunities to provide
access; to provide opportunities for outdoor sport
and recreation; to retain and enhance landscapes,
visual amenity and biodiversity; or to improve
damaged and derelict land.’
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So, for the Oxfordshire Plan, the
beneficial uses could include the list of
uses identified in the NPPF and also the provision
of accessible natural green space, creation of
ecological networks and local food production
and with direct and indirect benefits for the health
and wellbeing of Oxfordshire’s residents and
the protection and enhancement of landscape,
heritage and biodiversity.

Policy Option
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It is proposed that the Oxfordshire Plan
should have regard to the Green Belt
in determining the spatial strategy for Oxfordshire
to 2050 and NPPF paras 136 and 137. Subject
to meeting the NPPF requirements this could
include identification of opportunities to enhance
the Green Belt for its beneficial uses.

Preferred Policy Option

270

The preferred option is for the
Oxfordshire Plan to consider NPPF
para 141 and having completed the appropriate
assessment the Plan would then focus on
Green Belt enhancement in order to strengthen
the important roles that the Green Belt plays,
as well as supporting key objectives of the
Oxfordshire Plan to improve the health and
wellbeing of communities, deliver environmental
enhancements and support nature’s recovery.

Policy Option 10 – Green Belt
The Oxfordshire Plan would identify strategic opportunities to enhance the existing Oxford Green
Belt i.e. provide access, opportunities for outdoor sport and recreation, enhance landscapes, visual
amenity and biodiversity; or improve damaged or derelict land.
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Policy Option 11:
Water Quality

Map showing surface waterbodies
in Oxfordshire38
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Oxfordshire’s rivers, lakes, streams,
manmade lakes and canals are an
integral part of the county’s ecosystems, heritage
and identity. They provide a wide range of
services, including:










providing/supporting a diverse range of
habitats and wildlife (including nationally and
internationally protected habitats) such as
chalk streams;
providing water supplies for homes and
businesses;
providing opportunities for sports, leisure
and recreation;
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The quality of Oxfordshire’s
waterbodies affects the health
and wellbeing of our communities, natural
environment and businesses.
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Activities that can affect the quality
of Oxfordshire’s waterbodies include
pollution from wastewater or sewage, pollution
from built development and transport, physical
modifications to the size and shape of natural
river channels and pollution from agriculture39.
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contributing to landscape character and
sense of place; and
supporting tourism.
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It is important that the
Oxfordshire Plan helps to:

prevent new and existing development from
contributing to water pollution;
prevent new and existing development from
being affected by unacceptable levels of water
pollution; and
ensure that new development seeks to
improve water quality wherever possible.

In addition, Oxfordshire’s groundwater
resources have an important role
in providing drinking water (a third of drinking
water in England comes from groundwater 37),
supporting agriculture and naturally recharging
rivers, lakes and streams.

37 Evironment Agency: apps.environment-agency.gov.uk/wiyby/37833.aspx
38 JBA Consulting (July 2021) Oxfordshire Strategic Water Cycle Study – Phase 1 Scoping
39 DEFRA & Environment Agency (December 2015) Part 1: Thames River Basin District River Basin Management Plan
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The Water Framework Directive
(WFD) provides a framework for the
protection of inland surface waters, estuaries,
coastal waters and groundwater. It requires
the achievement of a ‘good’ qualitative and
quantitative status for all water bodies. Whilst the
UK is no longer part of the European Union, this
requirement was transposed into UK law and
implemented through the Water Environment
(Water Framework Directive) (England and Wales)
Regulations 2003. The principle of all waterbodies
aiming to achieve good ecological status is also
broadly aligned with the principles set out in the
Government’s 25-Year Environment Plan.

Oxfordshire within the wider Thames River Basin District 40
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River Basin Management Plans
(RBMPs) implement the EU Water
Framework Directive. They cover entire river
systems (including river, lake, groundwater,
estuarine and coastal waterbodies) and aim to
protect and improve the quality of our water
environment. Oxfordshire is within the Thames
River Basin District. Consideration should be
given to the Thames River Basin District RBMP in
producing the Oxfordshire Plan and in making
planning decisions.
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It should be noted that RBMPs are
updated every six years. The current
Thames River Basin District RBMP was published
in 2016. A review of this plan is currently
underway and consultation on the draft RBMP is
expected during 2021.
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An Oxfordshire focused Water Cycle
Study is also being undertaken to
inform the production of the Oxfordshire Plan.
The Phase 1 Water Cycle Study sets out baseline
information on water quality in Oxfordshire and
considers, at a high level, the potential impacts
of growth. A more detailed Phase 2 Water Cycle
Study will be undertaken to help inform the next
stages of the plan-making process. It will help to

40 (DEFRA & Environment Agency (December 2015) Part 1: Thames River Basin District River Basin Management Plan

inform where growth is proposed in Oxfordshire
and the infrastructure needed to support and
mitigate it. The Phase 2 Water Cycle Study will
be published at the next stage of consultation
(Regulation 19).
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Policy Options

Policy Option 11: Water Quality

One option would be to not have
a strategic policy on water quality
in the Oxfordshire Plan and to instead leave
it to local plans to set policies in relation to
water quality.

The Oxfordshire Plan would require the following:

281

2) D
 evelopment to cause no deterioration in
the quality of waterbodies, surface water
and groundwater, nor would it prevent the
future attainment of ‘good’ status under
the Water Environment (Water Framework
Directive) (England and Wales) Regulations
2017 and Groundwater Direction 2016 or
subsequent amendments.
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This is not the preferred option as
there is a risk that local plans might
take different approaches to water quality.
This could result in less certainty and clarity for
developers and communities. It may also make
it more difficult to meet proposed ambitions
around environmental improvement and
nature recovery.

Preferred Policy Option
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The preferred approach is for the
Oxfordshire Plan to provide a strategic
planning framework for the protection and
enhancement of water quality in Oxfordshire.
This framework would set minimum standards
for development in Oxfordshire, helping to
ensure a consistent approach across the county.
It would also provide a framework for improving
water quality wherever possible, aligning with
proposed ambitions around environmental
improvement and nature recovery. Local plans
could provide further detail as appropriate.

 ater quality to be protected and
1) W
enhanced. All development to take account
of its potential impact on water quality.

3) W
 here there are impact pathways on
habitats of national or international
importance, development would not
prevent a protected waterbody achieving
the objectives set out in the Common
Standards Monitoring Guidance (CSMG).
4) D
 evelopment to improve water quality
wherever possible by:
i. incorporating appropriate green
infrastructure and Sustainable Drainage
Systems (SuDS) to manage and treat surface
water run off close to source and to minimise
the risk from contaminants and sediment;
ii. reducing the risk of discharges of surface
waters to the sewerage network and of
pollution, including groundwater infiltration,
from wastewater treatment works;

iii. prioritising natural flood management
over hard flood defences;
iv. protecting and enhancing watercourses
and habitats along river corridors;
v. where appropriate restoring ‘natural’
systems, including de-culverting, restoring
or re-profiling rivers and naturalising
riverbanks;
vi. adopting water efficiency measures to
reduce pressure from low water levels and
flows;
vii. restoring contaminated land; and
viii. working with and taking opportunities
identified by River Basin Management Plans,
Catchment Partnerships and flood risk
management authorities.
5) M
 ajor development to be phased to align
with any necessary wastewater treatment
work and associated infrastructure
upgrades to ensure that development would
not lead to a deterioration in the quality of
receiving waterbodies.
6) M
 easures to help waterbodies in Oxfordshire
achieve Bathing Water Status, which help
to protect and enhance water quality for all
river users, to be supported.
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Policy Option 12:
Air Quality

283

Clean air is essential to the health
and wellbeing of Oxfordshire’s
communities and the natural environment. Air
pollutants can have direct effects on human
health, habitats and biodiversity and climate
change. The Oxfordshire Plan aims to help to:







prevent new and existing development from
contributing to air pollution;
prevent new and existing development from
being affected by unacceptable levels of air
pollution; and
ensure that new development seeks to
improve air quality wherever possible.
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Public Health England advises that
‘there is no evidence of a threshold
for health effects’ from air pollution and that local
authorities should ‘seek to lower populationlevel exposure and reduce everyone’s exposure
to air pollution, as well as targeting ‘hotspots’’, to
maximise health benefits.
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There are currently 13 designated Air
Quality Management Areas (AQMAs) in
Oxfordshire. These are areas where nitrogen dioxide
levels exceed national air quality objectives. Each
AQMA has an Air Quality Action Plan which sets out
how air quality will be improved.

Air Quality Management Areas
(AQMAs) in Oxfordshire
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Whilst air quality is a particular
concern where development
is proposed within an AQMA or where it
might affect an AQMA, there are other parts
of Oxfordshire that suffer from poor air
quality, or which have the potential to be
affected by poor air quality that also need
to be considered. This includes habitats
of national or international importance
that are particularly sensitive to changes
in air quality. It is important that all of
Oxfordshire benefits from clean air.
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An Air Quality Impact
Assessment (AQIA) will be
undertaken to inform the production of
the Oxfordshire Plan. This will include
an assessment of how different growth
scenarios might affect air quality and in
turn how this may affect human health
and natural habitats. The AQIA will help
to inform where growth is proposed
in Oxfordshire and the infrastructure
proposed to mitigate and support it. It will
also help shape policies in the Oxfordshire
Plan. The AQIA will be published at the next
stage of consultation (Regulation 19).
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Policy Options

Policy Option 12: Air Quality

One option is to not have a strategic
policy on air quality in the Oxfordshire
Plan and to instead leave it to local plans to set
policies on air quality. However, the protection
and enhancement of air quality is a strategic
cross-boundary planning matter and it is
considered appropriate to include a county-wide
air quality policy in the Oxfordshire Plan.

The Oxfordshire Plan would support the
protection and enhancement of air quality.

288
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If it were left to local plans to set
policies on air quality, there is a risk
that local plans might take different approaches
to air quality. This could result in less certainty
and clarity for developers and communities. It
may also make it more difficult to meet proposed
ambitions around the delivery of transformational
change, environmental improvement and
creating strong and healthy communities.

Preferred Policy Option
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The preferred approach is for the
Oxfordshire Plan to provide a strategic
planning framework for the protection and
enhancement of air quality. This framework
would set minimum standards for development
in Oxfordshire, helping to ensure a consistent
approach across the county. It would also provide
a framework for improving air quality wherever
possible, aligning with proposed ambitions
around environmental improvement and creating
strong and healthy communities. Local plans
could provide further detail as appropriate.

Development would be expected to take
account of:
i.

It’s impact on air quality; and

ii.	
Any potential impacts of poor air
quality on future occupiers/users.
Development proposals in or affecting an
Air Quality Management Area would be
expected to be consistent with the relevant
local Air Quality Action Plan (AQAP).
Major development proposals would be
expected to be accompanied by an air
quality assessment. Guidance would be
produced to set out what information this
should include. Guidance could be produced
at a county-wide or local level.
Development would be expected to improve
air quality wherever possible. For example,
by:
i.	
supporting walking, cycling and
public transport and reducing the
need to travel;
ii.	supporting the uptake of zero and
low emission vehicles;

iv.	minimising human exposure to
traffic pollution through the careful
design of streets, outdoor spaces and
buildings;
v.	reducing emissions from buildings
and other non-transport sources; and
vi.	providing appropriate green
infrastructure.
Where it is identified that development
would have a negative impact on air quality,
and/or that air quality would have a negative
impact on the future occupiers/users of
development, a hierarchical approach to
mitigation would be required:

Avoid –
Consider measures to avoid negative
impacts, particularly if sensitive uses or
habitats are affected.

Reduce –
Where it is not possible to avoid negative
impacts, consider measures to reduce
negative impacts. For example, through
traffic and travel management, careful
design and green infrastructure provision.

iii.	avoiding the creation of street
canyons which trap traffic pollution;
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Offset –
Where it is not possible to reduce
negative impacts to an acceptable level,
consider compensatory measures which
take a broader view of the human health
and habitat impacts within and outside
the development area. This could
include supporting measures in an Air
Quality Action Plan or low emissions
strategy where applicable.
Where possible, the Oxfordshire Plan
would identify strategic opportunities to
address the main sources of air pollution
in Oxfordshire. This would be informed by
evidence (including the AQIA). It should
be noted that these opportunities might
be more appropriately highlighted within
other policies (for example policies within
Theme Four: Planning for sustainable
travel and connectivity). All policies in the
Oxfordshire Plan would be aligned with
the ambition of improving environmental
quality, including improving air quality.

Alternative Policy
Option 12-01
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Include a strategic air quality policy in
the Oxfordshire Plan but reduce the
scope of this policy. For example: do not require
air quality assessments for major development
proposals.
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This is not a preferred option as
there is a risk that local plans might
take different approaches to air quality. This
could result in less certainty and clarity for
developers and communities. It may also make
it more difficult to meet proposed ambitions
around the delivery of transformational change,
environmental improvement and creating strong
and healthy communities.
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