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III. THEME THREE: CREATING STRONG AND HEALTHY COMMUNITIES 

 

As one key precondition for its strength, the health of a community, in physical, mental and emotional 

terms, is cannot be considered separately from other policies, but is crucially affected by decisions 

taken on issues such as transport, air pollution, water quality, farming and pesticide policy. We strongly 

advocate joined-up thinking between all the policies proposed in this Consultation Document, 

especially, as many win-win situations arise from simply addressing one policy, which means that any 

effort local authorities make to address a given issue, is likely to pay off elsewhere, too, if the right 

policy tool is chosen. 

 

• Policy option 13 - Healthy Place Shaping and Impact Assessments  

We strongly support the provision of meaningful Health Impact Assessments (HIA), in particular 

where these are not reduced to a mere desktop exercise, and where the “rapid” quality of the 

assessment does not lead to a watering down of standards.  

The definition of “major” developments should be carefully crafted, so as to close loopholes 

undermining the application of the HIA. The draft Plan rightly points out that healthy place shaping 

principles include notably “the impacts of air quality on human health, social isolation and loneliness 

and physical activity”.  

Beyond that, we would include water quality, soil health and chemical exposure by way of pesticides 

and other toxins in, e.g., building materials, noise and light pollution, as well as wildlife habitat 

health, good access to natural wildlife spaces for residences, designing settlements so as to 

encourage neighbourliness (One Planet Living1), pedestrianisation/removing cars, and the role of 

local spatial planning for a successful pandemic response.  

These principles should be applied both to new development and existing settlements. 

 

The UN Habitat Report on Cities and Pandemics2 found that urban areas have been at the forefront 

of the COVID-19 crisis, with 95% of all cases recorded in cities in the first months. It shows how 

compact, well-planned cities combining residential and commercial functions with public spaces and 

affordable housing can improve public health, the local economy and the environment, despite the 

vast scope of challenges faced by cities with the pandemic.  

 

 
1 https://www.oneplanet.com/documents/guides-guidances/Goals-and-Guidance-for-Communities-Jan-
2017.pdf. 
2 UN-Habitat Report on Cities and Pandemics: towards a more just, green and healthy future, 30 March 2021,  
https://unhabitat.org/un-habitat-report-on-cities-and-pandemics-towards-a-more-just-green-and-healthy-
future . 

https://www.oneplanet.com/documents/guides-guidances/Goals-and-Guidance-for-Communities-Jan-2017.pdf
https://www.oneplanet.com/documents/guides-guidances/Goals-and-Guidance-for-Communities-Jan-2017.pdf
https://unhabitat.org/un-habitat-report-on-cities-and-pandemics-towards-a-more-just-green-and-healthy-future
https://unhabitat.org/un-habitat-report-on-cities-and-pandemics-towards-a-more-just-green-and-healthy-future
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Coronavirus-style global pandemics are likely to occur more often in the future, and just as disease has 

shaped urban landscapes in the past, we now have the chance to adapt place shaping, and to prevent 

a new wave of public-health disasters by “designing out disease3.  

This requires investment in areas which form urban ‘weak spots’, overcrowded, cut off from other 

parts of the city by lack of transport or at risk from environment and health hazards. Crucially, the 

abovementioned UN Habitat Report highlights much-needed local level action in spatial planning.  

There are lessons to be learned from health-conscious design principles applied in pandemics of the 

past: simple and obvious as they might seem, they have still fallen out of practice. Far too often, 

contemporary design - in particular of work spaces and offices - neglects the importance of ventilation, 

windows that can be opened to allow access to fresh air and natural sunlight, as well as access nature 

more generally4. 

 

Noise pollution 

 “Sonic Doom: How 

Noise Pollution Kills Thousands Each Year5” 

We much welcome that the overall benefit of reducing noise pollution for the economy is 

acknowledged in the Consultation Paper: “A noise reduction of just 1 decibel for every property in the 

county would be worth £8m p.a. to the Oxfordshire economy6”).  

 
3 https://ww3.rics.org/uk/en/modus/built-environment/homes-and-communities/designing-out-disease.html, 
and https://www.dezeen.com/2020/06/04/future-home-form-follows-infection-coronavirus-michelle-
ogundehin/. 
4 https://www.theurbandeveloper.com/articles/what-is-the-the-impact-of-urban-design-on-health-
architecture-design-pandemics . 
5 https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2018/jul/03/sonic-doom-noise-pollution-kills-heart-disease-
diabetes . 
6 Oxfordshire Plan 2050 Regulation 18 (Part 2) consultation document, p. 70, after paragraph 252, bullet point 
3. 

https://ww3.rics.org/uk/en/modus/built-environment/homes-and-communities/designing-out-disease.html
https://www.dezeen.com/2020/06/04/future-home-form-follows-infection-coronavirus-michelle-ogundehin/
https://www.dezeen.com/2020/06/04/future-home-form-follows-infection-coronavirus-michelle-ogundehin/
https://www.theurbandeveloper.com/articles/what-is-the-the-impact-of-urban-design-on-health-architecture-design-pandemics
https://www.theurbandeveloper.com/articles/what-is-the-the-impact-of-urban-design-on-health-architecture-design-pandemics
https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2018/jul/03/sonic-doom-noise-pollution-kills-heart-disease-diabetes
https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2018/jul/03/sonic-doom-noise-pollution-kills-heart-disease-diabetes
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Noise pollution has clearly been a problem in Oxfordshire7. But the draft Oxfordshire 2050 Plan as 

yet does not include a separate policy addressing noise pollution as its own topic – it is merely 

mentioned as a side issue a few times, with no solutions proposed, and simply one mention of the fact 

that “vegetation may reduce noise by 50%8”.  

‘OxAria’, a 18-month study starting in July last year, has extended existing research on air pollution to 

assessing noise exposure9: Researchers at Oxford and Birmingham University had secured £207,000 

funding from the Natural Environment Research Council to add acoustic monitoring devices 

alongside the existing air quality sensor network, capturing audio frequency (noise levels) as well - in 

addition to the existing sensors already generating real-time information on key air pollutants, 

including Nitrogen Oxides (NO, NO2), Carbon Monoxide (CO), Ozone (O3) and Particulate Matter (PM1, 

PM2.5, PM10). 

Noise pollution has a profound impact on health10: apart from causing annoyance/fatigue, interfering 

with communication and sleep, reducing efficiency and damaging hearing, the physiological effects 

of (chronic) exposure to noise also extend to constriction of blood vessels, tightening of muscles, 

increased heart rate, high blood pressure and changes in stomach and abdomen movement11. This 

especially affects children, who are more vulnerable to noise pollution. Moreover, noise has a proven 

impact on mental health12, but also on (aquatic13) wildlife14.  

We therefore call upon you to include measures combatting noise pollution in policy option 13, 

including, where possible, noise abatement measures by way of urban greenspace and plant cover, 

which will simultaneously address reduction of flood risk, run-off into rivers and streams, and, to some 

extent, absorb air pollution. 

 

Light pollution 

Global light pollution has increased by up to 270% globally—and as much as 400% in some regions, 

according to recent studies15. Artificial night lighting has well document impacts on our health16, but 

also on ecosystems:  

 
7 https://fixmystreet.oxfordshire.gov.uk/report/171588 . 
8 Oxfordshire Plan 2050 Regulation 18 (Part 2) consultation document, p. 70, after paragraph 252, point 2. 
9 https://www.birmingham.ac.uk/news/latest/2020/07/air-and-noise-quality-study-oxford.aspx . 
10 https://www.eea.europa.eu/articles/noise-pollution-is-a-major , 
https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2018/jul/03/sonic-doom-noise-pollution-kills-heart-disease-
diabetes . https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2019/nov/20/noise-pollution-wild-life-better-
regulation . 
11 https://www.environmental-protection.org.uk/policy-areas/noise/noise-health/ . 
12 https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0160412019318343 . 
13 https://royalsocietypublishing.org/doi/10.1098/rspb.2016.0839 . 
14 https://www.natureconservancy.ca/en/blog/human-created-noise-pollution.html#.YVS7pX1CSM8 ,  
15 https://www.mdpi.com/2072-4292/13/16/3311 , 
https://royalsocietypublishing.org/doi/10.1098/rsbl.2019.0649 . 
16 https://www.bbc.com/future/article/20160617-what-rising-light-pollution-means-for-our-health . 

https://fixmystreet.oxfordshire.gov.uk/report/171588
https://www.birmingham.ac.uk/news/latest/2020/07/air-and-noise-quality-study-oxford.aspx
https://www.eea.europa.eu/articles/noise-pollution-is-a-major
https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2018/jul/03/sonic-doom-noise-pollution-kills-heart-disease-diabetes
https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2018/jul/03/sonic-doom-noise-pollution-kills-heart-disease-diabetes
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2019/nov/20/noise-pollution-wild-life-better-regulation
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2019/nov/20/noise-pollution-wild-life-better-regulation
https://www.environmental-protection.org.uk/policy-areas/noise/noise-health/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0160412019318343
https://royalsocietypublishing.org/doi/10.1098/rspb.2016.0839
https://www.natureconservancy.ca/en/blog/human-created-noise-pollution.html#.YVS7pX1CSM8
https://www.mdpi.com/2072-4292/13/16/3311
https://royalsocietypublishing.org/doi/10.1098/rsbl.2019.0649
https://www.bbc.com/future/article/20160617-what-rising-light-pollution-means-for-our-health
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“(…) Light pollution has been shown to affect both flora and fauna. For instance, prolonged exposure 

to artificial light prevents many trees from adjusting to seasonal variations, (…) This, in turn, has 

implications for the wildlife (…). Research on insects, turtles, birds, fish, reptiles, and other wildlife 

species shows that light pollution can alter behaviors, foraging areas, and breeding cycles, and not 

just in urban centers but in rural areas as well18.” (sic) 

The issue is acknowledged by Oxfordshire authorities19, but without concerted action to reverse this 

trend, the impact on the natural environment will accelerate, further exacerbating the biodiversity 

crisis and wasting energy. 

Reducing artificial night light would have a very beneficial impact both for human health and 

ecosystems, at the same time as further contributing to energy savings. 

 

Biodiversity loss and pandemics 

In the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, we again need to highlight the connection between human 

health and biodiversity loss. Protecting biodiversity is not a “nice-to-have” type luxury: both the UN 

itself and UNESCO20, among others, have repeatedly highlighted that pandemics will increase in 

frequency and severity, unless biodiversity loss is addressed.  

 
17 Source: https://www.forbes.com/sites/jamiecartereurope/2021/09/23/revealed-global-light-pollution-has-
increased-by-up-to-400-in-the-last-25-years-and-its-quickly-getting-worse-heres-why/ . 
18 https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2627884/ . 
19 https://www.oxford.gov.uk/info/20054/environmental_health/225/light_pollution . 
20 Pandemics to increase in frequency and severity unless biodiversity loss is addressed, UNESCO News from 29 
October 2020, welcoming the expert report from the Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on 
Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES), https://en.unesco.org/news/pandemics-increase-frequency-and-
severity-unless-biodiversity-loss-addressed . 

https://www.forbes.com/sites/jamiecartereurope/2021/09/23/revealed-global-light-pollution-has-increased-by-up-to-400-in-the-last-25-years-and-its-quickly-getting-worse-heres-why/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/jamiecartereurope/2021/09/23/revealed-global-light-pollution-has-increased-by-up-to-400-in-the-last-25-years-and-its-quickly-getting-worse-heres-why/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2627884/
https://www.oxford.gov.uk/info/20054/environmental_health/225/light_pollution
https://en.unesco.org/news/pandemics-increase-frequency-and-severity-unless-biodiversity-loss-addressed
https://en.unesco.org/news/pandemics-increase-frequency-and-severity-unless-biodiversity-loss-addressed
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Land degradation and habitat loss key drivers for pandemics. Image: IPBES21 

A recent expert report from the Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and 

Ecosystem Services22 (IPBES) establishes the links between biodiversity loss and the increase in 

pandemic risk factors. Healthy place shaping crucially starts with biodiversity protection, and we 

appeal to decision makers to reinforce their commitment to joined up thinking between policies. 

As to the individual measures proposed on various issues in this policy option, we note that this is 

limited, at this stage, to providing a noncommittal list of examples of principles that a policy “might” 

include, a list which is still tentative at this stage. 

We call upon you to firm up some of the options listed here, notably measures to reduce social isolation 

and loneliness and provide diversity in the residential offer. We call for the provision of affordable and 

social rented housing a priority in rural Oxfordshire, where villages have attracted wealthy incomers, 

with the consequence that young people have not been able to afford to live near their families, and 

older residents easily becoming isolated, especially in Covid context. 

Also, community cohesion should be encouraged by providing incentives for a sharing and circular 

economy. Neighbourhood food growing could be extended by way of farmers’ markets, community 

lunches, etc. Schemes like Waste 2 Taste23 in Oxford play an important role in providing social contact, 

mentoring for the homeless and vulnerable, as well as training in food skills. Other examples could be 

providing communal laundry areas, space for repair workshops, etc. Finally, would like to highlight the 

interaction of policy option 13 with other policies across the draft plan, notably: 

 
21 As quoted by World Economic Forum, https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/11/covid-19-pandemics-
nature-scientists/ . 
22 IPBES (2020) Workshop Report on Biodiversity and Pandemics of the Intergovernmental Platform on 
Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services, Daszak, P. / das Neves, C. / Amuasi, J. / Hayman, D. / Kuiken, T. / Roche, B. 
/ Zambrana-Torrelio C. / Buss, P. / Dundarova, H. / Feferholtz, Y. / Foldvari G. / Igbinosa, E. / Junglen, S./ Liu, Q. 
/ Suzan, G. / Uhart, M. / Wannous, C. / Woolaston, K. / Mosig Reidl, P. / O'Brien, K. / Pascual, U. / Stoett, P. / Li, 
H. / Ngo, H. T., IPBES secretariat, Bonn, Germany, DOI:10.5281/zenodo.4147317, https://ipbes.net/pandemics . 
23 https://www.waste2taste.co.uk/ . 

https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/11/covid-19-pandemics-nature-scientists/
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/11/covid-19-pandemics-nature-scientists/
https://ipbes.net/pandemics
https://www.waste2taste.co.uk/
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- sustainable construction and retrofit measures explored under policy option 1, such as 

designing buildings for inter-seasonal storage of heat to provide carbon-free warmth during 

the colder months, 

- energy policies adopted under policy option 2, such as district heating and local energy 

networks under council ownership, and 

- initiatives related to policy option 21, aiming to use battery storage to power a network for 

electric vehicles and electric heating for homes and businesses. 

 

• Policy option 14 - Health Infrastructure  

This policy needs strengthening to ensure that no new development takes place without medical 

provision going in first. We need to act responsibly and prevent scenarios like on 9 September 2021, 

when the John Radcliffe Hospital closed its doors, as it had had no space for 24 hours, and could not 

offload ambulances. Two weeks previously, Wallingford Surgery had announced that it could take no 

more patients. 

 

• Policy option 15 - High-Quality Design for New Development and Garden Town Standards for New 

Settlements  

We welcome the ‘Garden Village/Town/City’ aspiration for new developments, and the setting of 

standards for quality, affordability and sustainability, as long as these aspirations can be fulfilled.  

However, as the Town and Country Planning Association24 points out, the planning requirement of 

viability “(…) makes it hard to uphold high standards and often results in developments with lower 

levels of key Garden City requirements, such as genuinely affordable housing and early provision of 

high-quality community facilities. (…) a combination of robust development plan policy and skilled 

officers is crucial to ensuring that good decisions are made.” It is crucial that developers are not allowed 

to fall short in their delivery of agreed principles.  

New settlements should include community land trusts, housing cooperatives, allotments and other 

opportunities for food growing and production, ideally smallholdings for long rent. Planning for the 

new settlement must include planning for the local stewardship in perpetuity of all community assets, 

including green spaces, commercial estates, etc.  

In its paragraph 320, the Consultation Document raises the question of how to address the challenge 

of the circular economy. The latter should start as close to home as possible, by encouraging repair 

workshops, opportunities for re-use and recycling etc. within the development, and other initiatives 

to promote the sharing economy. As befits the Garden Village ethos, there should be opportunities for 

workshops and small businesses integrated with housing.  

 
24 TCPA, Understanding Garden Villages, p. 13: 
https://www.tcpa.org.uk/Handlers/Download.ashx?IDMF=3507c991-fde2-4218-8920-641416f521b5 . 

https://deref-gmx.co.uk/mail/client/acyKsmiDyEM/dereferrer/?redirectUrl=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.tcpa.org.uk%2FHandlers%2FDownload.ashx%3FIDMF%3D3507c991-fde2-4218-8920-641416f521b5
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New settlements should also include local energy generation, storage and distribution schemes.  

We would also like to raise the issue that the masterplan requirement does not take place below a 

threshold of 700 units being built. We believe, however, that it should apply for much smaller 

developments, such as the two in Wallingford, which are for only 550 units each. 

Further details on the principles required for successful Garden communities can be found at the 

TCPA’s new project Tomorrow 12525 - in 2023 the book written by the Garden City inventor Ebenezer 

Howard, in which he outlines a practical framework for a fairer society, will be 125 old. The project 

explores how the Garden City idea can help us construct a pathway to a hopeful future based on a 

fairer society, going further than the current planning and legal framework allows, to achieve “the 

holistic and real changes necessary for a fairer and more sustainable future”.  

For larger settlements or add-ons to existing settlements, in addition to standard Community 

Employment Plans, zero carbon modular construction should be considered, with on-site 

manufacturing using and training local employees, a model already employed elsewhere in the UK, 

for example in Lewes26.  

The ‘county farm’ model could be reinvigorated by S106 commitments to create smallholdings as part 

of garden communities, with close links to educational and mental health facilities. 

Policy commitments and other levers of community and local control need to be firm enough to 

ensure that the reality lives up to the vision, which has not always been the case historically27. 

Finally, local authorities should lobby government to ask for powers to buy land at agricultural prices 

and recoup the value. 

 

• Policy option 16 - Leisure, Recreation, Community and Open Space Facilities  

This policy option should contain a reference to natural spaces as places of recreation, including wild 

swimming; the latter obviously presupposes hard work on water quality, so as to prevent health 

damage to residents. Working towards the application of bathing quality standard should be made a 

priority. 

 

 
25 https://www.tomorrow125.org.uk/zones/garden-city-power-station . 
26 https://www.lewes-eastbourne.gov.uk/lewes-district-council-news/modular-house-builder-secures-council-
framework-appointment/ . 
27 https://www.transportfornewhomes.org.uk/the-project/garden-villages-and-garden-towns/ . 

https://deref-gmx.co.uk/mail/client/a6EVcyGOOFw/dereferrer/?redirectUrl=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.tomorrow125.org.uk%2Fzones%2Fgarden-city-power-station
https://deref-gmx.co.uk/mail/client/JUMnuX2z-90/dereferrer/?redirectUrl=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.lewes-eastbourne.gov.uk%2Flewes-district-council-news%2Fmodular-house-builder-secures-council-framework-appointment%2F
https://deref-gmx.co.uk/mail/client/JUMnuX2z-90/dereferrer/?redirectUrl=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.lewes-eastbourne.gov.uk%2Flewes-district-council-news%2Fmodular-house-builder-secures-council-framework-appointment%2F
https://www.transportfornewhomes.org.uk/the-project/garden-villages-and-garden-towns/

