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II. THEME TWO: IMPROVING ENVIRONMENTAL QUALITY 

 

We very much welcome the importance accorded to environmental quality, in terms of both the direct 

beneficial contribution of green and blue spaces to carbon sequestration and human wellbeing (mental 

health etc.), and the wider aspects of biodiversity as the life support system of our planetary home. 

However, the intrinsic value of the natural world as a living ecosystem should also be recognised for 

its own sake – the term “biosphere”, for instance, would reflect a less anthropocentric view than the 

one suggested by the terms “natural capital” and “ecosystem services”.  

It is good to see a recognition of the mutual reinforcement of benefits, with solutions to tackle climate 

change and the loss of biodiversity also benefiting human health and wellbeing. However, beyond 

theoretical aspirations, the Plan needs firm commitments to concrete measures and timelines. The 

priority, far above economic growth (however “sustainable”), must be to bring planning policy into 

line with the climate and ecological emergency. Lip service without investment into green 

infrastructure, invoking lack of “viability”, will prove fatal for both Oxfordshire’s economy and 

population within relatively short order, as the climate tips. 

It is vital that improving environmental quality also commits to enhancing access to nature for people, 

through the creation of open access spaces and better access to blue spaces. The River Thames is a 

key nature recovery network, but access to the river is severely restricted, forcing people into 

“honeypot” locations. Better access to all natural spaces1, including the River Thames, is vital to human 

health and wellbeing and climate resilience. 

 2 

 
1 https://mobile.twitter.com/guyshrubsole/status/1435623516573999109 , https://www.gov.uk/right-of-way-
open-access-land/use-your-right-to-roam . 
2 Source: Reduction of disparities in access to green spaces: Their geographic insertion and recreational 
functions matter, Roland NGOM / Pierre GOSSELIN / Claudia BLAIS, Applied Geography, Volume 66, January 
2016, p. 35-51. 

https://mobile.twitter.com/guyshrubsole/status/1435623516573999109
https://www.gov.uk/right-of-way-open-access-land/use-your-right-to-roam
https://www.gov.uk/right-of-way-open-access-land/use-your-right-to-roam
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All district councils and the county council should have a climate and ecological emergency officer 

(CEEO). All decisions taken by those councils should need to assess the climate implications before the 

financial, legal and equality and inclusion implications. CEEOs should have responsibility for overseeing 

that all council decisions are compatible with the emergency, and should attend important meetings 

such as planning meetings. All district councils and the County Council also need to educate the public 

about the state of emergency that we are in, and the radical measures that need to be taken. The 

CEEOs should make sure this is discussed in schools and village halls across the county. 

The emergency declared by the council also implies a commitment that it is prepared to do everything 

in its power to expedite the reduction in emissions for which it could be held responsible, both in the 

UK and abroad. This must be reflected in its procurement and waste disposal policies.  

Most councils limit their response to climate change to their “own operations”. This does not take into 

account wider policy impacts, particularly in terms of development, especially on green field sites. 

There needs to be a wider vision and acceptance that policy positions on issues like development and 

procurement can have an equally damaging impact on the local and global environment, and this 

should be included in all local authority environmental audits. 

There needs to be a comprehensive land use policy for the environment, involving councils, 

landowners, farmers, conservation bodies and wildlife trusts to decide a good balance of the many 

demands on land. As well as development, conservation, nature recovery, etc., it needs to cover trees 

and crops grown both for food and also for other purposes such as fabrics (e.g. flax) and building 

materials (e.g. hemp), so reducing the need for some imports. Farmland bought simply for tree 

planting for offsetting purposes should be subject to planning restrictions, and we reiterate our 

concerns about offsetting in this respect – local opportunities to sequester carbon should be 

privileged. 

The County Council, although not a planning authority, nevertheless has an important role in its 

dealings with national government, lobbying for climate change mitigation measures. The Oxfordshire 

Green Party Manifesto for 20173, for example, states that Green councillors will:  

• Be a clear voice lobbying central government to take the lead in international climate change 

treaties to seek a consensus amongst nations and a clear global plan to reduce carbon 

emissions. 

• Call for the establishment of annual targets for global and national greenhouse gas emissions 

reductions in all relevant sectors, and help establish effective enforcement mechanisms.  

More needs to be said in the Plan about food and farming, as these are an important part of the rural 

economy. At a time of immense climate change and its effects worldwide, the food security, resilience, 

and food sovereignty of Oxfordshire and the UK is vitally important4, in the face of the threat of a 

 
 
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S014362281530014X . 
3 https://www.greenoxfordshire.com/2017_oxfordshire_manifesto , p. 22. 
4 Cf. IPCC Special Report on climate change, desertification, land degradation, sustainable land management, 
food security, and greenhouse gas fluxes in terrestrial ecosystems, https://www.ipcc.ch/srccl/ . 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S014362281530014X
https://www.greenoxfordshire.com/2017_oxfordshire_manifesto
https://www.ipcc.ch/srccl/
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collapsing food system, and the resulting need to build resilient local food systems. This need has 

also been recognised by the recommendation in the government’s National Food Strategy5 that all 

local authorities should have their own food strategy. It argues that “a nature-positive, carbon-

negative food system” is perfectly achievable. This would suggest that in Oxfordshire, all good 

agricultural land should be used primarily for food production, and not developed for housing, business 

parks, etc. All farmland and open country should be treated as potentially environmentally sensitive 

land.  

Also, according to sectoral organisation AgFunderNews (AFN), “(…) An overreliance on herbicides and 

pesticides has led to an increase worldwide in the number of weeds and insects that are resistant to 

the chemicals intended to contain them. This outcome, in turn, is reducing the production of wheat, 

corn, soybeans, and other plants that are critical to feeding a growing global population. 

 Polyculture garden at the Eden Project6, with flowers and greens 

interplanted to decrease susceptibility to pests and diseases, eliminating the need for pesticides. 

A loss of biodiversity / the destruction of insect and animal habitats by commercial and residential 

construction are not only (1) reducing carbon sinks and (2) making recurring pandemics more likely, 

but also (3) lower agricultural production. 75% of food crops rely on pollinators, mainly bees, and the 

present extinction rates for pollinator species are 100 to 1,000 times higher than normal due to human 

impacts7.” Aside from herbicide and pesticide use, farming is also a major contributor to 

eutrophication of water sources through phosphorous and nitrate8. 

 
5 https://www.nationalfoodstrategy.org/ . 
6 Credit: Eden Project, Cornwall, https://www.edenproject.com/ . 
7 https://agfundernews.com/its-time-to-plant-the-seeds-of-growth-in-sustainable-agriculture.html . 
8 https://consult.environment-agency.gov.uk/++preview++/environment-and-business/challenges-and-
choices/user_uploads/phosphorus-pressure-rbmp-2021.pdf . 

https://www.nationalfoodstrategy.org/
https://www.edenproject.com/
https://agfundernews.com/its-time-to-plant-the-seeds-of-growth-in-sustainable-agriculture.html
https://consult.environment-agency.gov.uk/++preview++/environment-and-business/challenges-and-choices/user_uploads/phosphorus-pressure-rbmp-2021.pdf
https://consult.environment-agency.gov.uk/++preview++/environment-and-business/challenges-and-choices/user_uploads/phosphorus-pressure-rbmp-2021.pdf
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Peri-urban farming 

Urban and peri-urban agriculture (UPA) is the cultivation of crops and herbs, rearing of animals for 

food/other uses, as well as fisheries and forestry within/surrounding the boundaries of cities. It also 

comprises a multitude of food production activities, and both medicinal and ornamental plants for 

home consumption and the market.  Crucially, in the face of impending food shortages, it contributes 

to fresh food availability in the urban environment, but at the same time to the greening of cities and 

the productive reuse of urban waste.  

In the UK, the Fringe Farming project looks at current barriers to peri-urban farming, identifies land 

opportunities and local actions, and develops national policy to enable agroecological farming at the 

edge of cities as part of a green economic recovery:  

“We want to see the creation of a wave of new market garden enterprises that connect the 

urban and the rural with growing and trading healthy food closer to markets, generating long-

term green jobs and resilient economies, and contributing public goods in the process9.”  

With a new generation of farmers and growers looking for suitable sites to meet increased demand 

for healthy, ecological and culturally appropriate foods10, one of the key challenges to developing 

localised food systems is finding and accessing land to support equitable opportunities in the sector.  

Currently, gaps in access to information or buy-in from local councils and businesses means that 

opportunities for integrating the social and ecological benefits of peri-urban farming into resilient food 

systems are being missed. 

To some extent, farming is covered in the Nature Recovery Network (NRN) section. However, type of 

farming is important: agriculture needs to be encouraged to move away from monocultures and 

intensive livestock farming with its pollution of soil and water and damage to humans and wildlife 

through cocktails of toxic chemicals, and to encourage agroforestry and the adoption of drought-

tolerant, flood-resilient and naturally disease-resistant, non-GMO crops, combined with IPM and 

companion planting, to avoid the use of pesticides which damage soil health – the latter being a pre-

requisite for successful and long-term carbon sequestration (for more detailed comments, see our 

comments below on policy option 7). 

Small mixed farms, especially using agroecological/organic methods, contribute greatly to 

biodiversity and contribute to soil and water health, while large-scale intensive farming does the 

opposite. More small “regenerative” farms will also provide more rural employment than large 

intensive ones, and young people should be encouraged in schools and colleges to take up farming (or 

forestry or agroforestry) as a career.  

Access to land is key here for those wishing to embark on a career as farmers or growers, so council 

land should be made available for rent at reasonable cost for smallholdings (and also for allotments). 

 
9 https://www.sustainweb.org/foodandfarmingpolicy/fringe-farming-peri-urban-food-growing/ . 
10 https://foodfoundation.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/Food-Foundation-COVID-19-Veg-Box-Scheme-
report.pdf . 

https://deref-gmx.co.uk/mail/client/yFPZk4t3XGQ/dereferrer/?redirectUrl=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.sustainweb.org%2Ffoodandfarmingpolicy%2Ffringe-farming-peri-urban-food-growing%2F
https://foodfoundation.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/Food-Foundation-COVID-19-Veg-Box-Scheme-report.pdf
https://foodfoundation.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/Food-Foundation-COVID-19-Veg-Box-Scheme-report.pdf
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Responsible authorities should also organise a scheme for socially minded landowners with land to 

spare to similarly make plots available (on leases long enough to be worthwhile).  

11 A consortium of 13 partners from 9 

countries launched AFINET (AgroForestry Innovation NETworks), a thematic network for knowledge transfer between 

scientists and practitioners in agroforestry. Agroforestry, is a climate-smart agriculture (CSA) practice which deliberately 

integrates woody vegetation (trees or shrubs) with crop and/or animal systems, to benefit from the resulting ecological and 

economic interactions. 

We should encourage and support a greater emphasis on arable agriculture and a move away from 

intensive livestock farming. Meat and dairy production and consumption form part of the primary 

emitters of greenhouse gases, as well as contributing to many health and welfare issues for both 

animals and humans. This adds a greater emphasis on the retention of good farming land for 

agriculture, rather than turning it over for development. 

 

• Policy option 05 - Protection and Enhancement of Landscape Characters  

Oxfordshire has been entrusted with the most varied and beautiful landscape, and it is important to 

retain the rural character of the landscape, villages and towns; development should only be allowed 

where this meets a real local need, such as affordable housing for local people. We welcome the draft 

Plan’s impact assessment strategy, but would call for measures going beyond mere impact assessment, 

to prevent negative impacts and/or indeed a free-for-all for development in other areas.  

We would also like to highlight that there is a conflict in where villages are being allowed to keep their 

heritage character, but houses are being bought as second homes / holiday accommodation, with 

local people priced out. Successfully encouraging young people to take up farming and other local 

work depends on the provision of affordable homes for them to live in – to ensure this is the case, we 

 
11 Source: https://www.agricology.co.uk/field/blog/innovations-uk-agroforestry. See also 
https://euraf.isa.utl.pt/afinet and https://www.gov.uk/guidance/agroforestry-and-the-basic-payment-scheme . 

https://www.agricology.co.uk/field/blog/innovations-uk-agroforestry
https://euraf.isa.utl.pt/afinet
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/agroforestry-and-the-basic-payment-scheme


Oxfordshire 2050 Plan Oxfordshire Green Party   
CONSULTATION  RESPONSE 6 October 2021 

 
Page 6 of 31 

would encourage decision-makers to consider taking measures concerning second homes similar to 

the ones taken in Wales, for example12. 

The protection of Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB) and their settings should be enforced. 

Major development in greenfield areas adjoining AONBs should be avoided to protect the landscape 

setting of the protected area, as per the recommendations of the CPRE13. Moreover, we call upon 

authorities to add in the 36 mi2 Regional Nature Park at Otmoor, Bernwood and Stowood14.  

In areas that have already seen a large amount of new development such as in Didcot, Bicester, 

Wantage and Grove, enhancement should take the form of the creation of large (500 acres or more) 

areas of open-access, nature-rich space for recreation, and access to nature for people. These areas 

would be publicly owned, and former agricultural land would be repurposed, rewilded and enhanced 

and with opportunities for sustainable, health-enhancing leisure activities such as swimming, cycling, 

picnicking, walking, tree planting etc. The key is that these large green spaces would be open access 

and, in this sense are preferable, but without limiting new Green Belt allocation. 

The preferred policy option of protection and enhancement of landscapes should be supported.  

It is vital that people and wildlife have access to wild green spaces as well as parklands. Cultivated 

and manicured green spaces cannot be seen as replacements for wild areas which are being 

destroyed for development, and replaced with pocket parks and lawns.  

 

• Policy option 06 - Protection and Enhancement of Historic Environment  

The same rationale as laid out under policy option 5 applies mutatis mutandis to the protection and 

enhancement of our historic environment, and the preferred policy of historic environment strategy 

should be supported. 

 

• Policy option 07 - Nature Recovery  

The intention of creating a Nature Recovery Network is excellent. To be put into practice, however, 

this needs a tight, legally enforced strategy of landowners, ecologists, Thames Water and the planning 

authorities etc. working together (see comments above on the need for a land use policy), and 

mechanisms for nature recovery by way of an Oxfordshire Nature Recovery Strategy need to be 

provided.  

The Consultation Document states that, for viable nature recovery, ‘well-connected’ ecological 

networks are necessary, and proposes a focus on Conservation Target Areas and Freshwater Areas.  

 
12 https://news.sky.com/story/wales-vows-to-tackle-rise-of-second-homes-as-locals-warn-theyre-being-priced-
out-of-their-communities-12349622 . 
13 https://www.cpre.org.uk/resources/beauty-still-betrayed-the-state-of-our-aonbs-2021/ . 
14 https://www.bioabundance.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/sites/11/2021/02/Regional-National-Park-
Proposal_february-2021.pdf . 

https://news.sky.com/story/wales-vows-to-tackle-rise-of-second-homes-as-locals-warn-theyre-being-priced-out-of-their-communities-12349622
https://news.sky.com/story/wales-vows-to-tackle-rise-of-second-homes-as-locals-warn-theyre-being-priced-out-of-their-communities-12349622
https://www.cpre.org.uk/resources/beauty-still-betrayed-the-state-of-our-aonbs-2021/
https://www.google.com/url?q=https://www.bioabundance.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/sites/11/2021/02/Regional-National-Park-Proposal_february-2021.pdf&sa=D&source=editors&ust=1632004180523000&usg=AOvVaw3j80On1X6rnUVOli8TV1-G
https://www.google.com/url?q=https://www.bioabundance.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/sites/11/2021/02/Regional-National-Park-Proposal_february-2021.pdf&sa=D&source=editors&ust=1632004180523000&usg=AOvVaw3j80On1X6rnUVOli8TV1-G
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However, while the Freshwater Areas are connected, the Conversation Target Areas are currently not: 

establishing corridors is mentioned16, but it is not clear how this would be achieved. Some of the 

Spatial Strategy Options will increase road traffic and development between towns and probably 

disrupt connectivity. Also, ‘wildlife’ is mentioned, but different species will have different spatial needs 

and will be differently affected by development. 

Also, it is difficult to see how nature recovery is to be reconciled with growth in practice, even “good 

growth”. This is particularly incompatible if Oxfordshire buys into the concept of the Oxford–

Cambridge Arc, with its planned level of development.  

The draft Oxfordshire 2050 Plan recognises the importance of protecting the natural world that has 

still survived, as well as trying to recover what has been lost. 

This needs emphasising; when considering tree cover, for example, it is infinitely more valuable to 

retain ancient trees and their centuries-old relationships with other wildlife than plant new ones 

elsewhere, which will take decades or centuries to attain the same natural value, even if they survive. 

The destruction of ancient and even established woodland should be prohibited – for one thing, its 

deadwood is as important as its living trees: to quote an ecological consultant (Judy Webb): “When 

you calculate the total biodiversity, including all the fungi, insects that feed on fungi and insects in 

deadwood then we calculate 90% of the total biodiversity in any rich woodland is in the deadwood.” 

 
15 https://www.wildoxfordshire.org.uk/sample-page-2/single-slide-of-nrn-map/ of 26 November 2020. 
16 Oxfordshire Plan 2050 Regulation 18 (Part 2) Consultation Document, p. 60. 

https://www.wildoxfordshire.org.uk/sample-page-2/single-slide-of-nrn-map/
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And allowing areas of hedging or woodland to expand naturally, preferably in areas where woodlands 

already exist, is likely to be more resilient than planting new ones. Especially in locations where natural 

expansion is less likely (but also elsewhere), agroforestry, planting orchards, and tree planting to help 

prevent flooding are very valuable, and need to be embraced and promoted, and new planting to link 

existing wildlife sites together into the NRN is an excellent way forward. 

Similarly, creating a freshwater network is very much to be welcomed – as long as these works do not 

compromise other biodiversity-rich habitats, or release soil-carbon stored in these areas. A wildflower 

meadow, even cut for hay once a year, can capture and store 3 tonnes of carbon, or 11 tonnes of 

CO2 per hectare annually17  

 Carbon sink18. 

And as mentioned in our comments under theme 1, policy option 4, the introduction of beavers could 

be beneficial in encouraging biodiversity, helping to prevent flooding, and improving water quality. 

It is important to make sure that any new developments are not only subject to a strict impact 

assessment, but kept well away from wildlife sites. Permission for developments too close to important 

wildlife sites must be refused, as the latter would be threatened not only by run-off and other forms 

of pollution, but trampling by residents living too close.  

Strategic schemes for habitat restoration now need to be developed and integrated with other 

infrastructure such as flood alleviation and transport. What is urgently needed for locations such as 

less fertile agricultural land (e.g., immediately around Didcot, Bicester or Wantage), vulnerable to yet 

more development, and having already absorbed a significant amount of growth, is improved access 

to quality nature for citizens, through the creation of new, large (500 acres or more) areas of nature-

rich protected and public parkland. 

In this context, we would like to express our support for creating a 36 sq mile Regional Nature Park 

comprising Otmoor and the Royal Forests of Bernwood and Stowood, proposed at an earlier 

consultation by Oliver de Soissons. This has been promoted by: 

 
17 Additional carbon sequestration benefits of grassland diversity restoration, De Deyn et. al., 2010:, J. Applied 
Ecology. 
18 Source: https://www.edenproject.com/mission/our-projects/national-wildflower-centre . 

https://www.edenproject.com/mission/our-projects/national-wildflower-centre
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● Bioabundance Community Interest Company, a group of over 80 Oxfordshire Parish Councils 

and individuals (chiefly in South Oxfordshire). The group includes a wealth of ecologists and 

planners. 

● Both the City and South Oxfordshire Councils have shown interest in the Park and passed 

motions concerning it. 

● Within the relevant area, every parish council and all individuals responding to the suggestion, 

support it. 

● Natural England and others have been consulted informally upon it, and are very positive. Local 

NE staff propose expanding the park to the north (outside Oxfordshire) into the Brill Hills and 

the Ray Wetlands, further increasing its viability. 

The Park fits in with Government’s wish for a number of new natural protected areas, and could be 

supported from national funding. Such a park, with appropriate rail and cycle links, could provide 

access to nature for 300,000 people in Oxfordshire. As an area already rich in nature, it would provide 

a vital ‘reservoir’ for wildlife, to refuel depleted areas via the nature recovery networks. The plan 

includes a suggestion for a waterpark. 

Intensive agriculture and habitat degradation 

Further, we very much welcome that the Consultation Paper recognises the considerable impact of 

intensive agricultural methods on habitat degradation19. In this context, we would also like to address 

an elephant in the room which the Consultation Paper stops short of mentioning at this stage (it being 

a Reg. 18 Part consultation), but we believe it needs flagging early on in the process, to inform policy 

making at Reg. 19 stage: we believe that pesticides policies have a strong, and so far, underestimated 

role to play for nature recovery and carbon sequestration.  

Despite long-standing initiatives to have pesticide-free towns, cities, and indeed regions - such as 

Cornwall’s county-wide pollinator strategy that includes trialling alternative weed control systems, the 

Isle of Wight’s county-wide abandoning of the use of glyphosate on all highways, opting for mechanical 

and hand-weeding, and the Lewes and Farnham and Waverly districts 20 - a lot of councils still have no 

pesticide policy, and/or still deploy highly hazardous pesticides (HHPs), despite resources being 

available to help local authorities phase out HHPs21, and the fact that the indiscriminate use of 

pesticides leads to the degradation of soil’s microbial ecosystems22. Studies like a recent one of 

February 2021 have repeatedly found an overall negative effect of, e.g., glyphosate on soil fungal 

communities23.  

 
19 Oxfordshire Plan 2050 Regulation 18 (Part 2) Consultation Document, p. 53, paragraph 178. 
20 https://www.pan-uk.org/pesticide-free-towns-success-stories/ - editor’s note: this overview also includes 
regions / districts (such as the Lewes district), and county-wide success stories of pesticide bans and 
restrictions. 
21 https://issuu.com/pan-uk/docs/pft_a_toolkit_for_local_authorities?e=28041656/43992989 , 
https://www.pan-uk.org/site/wp-content/uploads/Alternatives-to-herbicides-a-guide-for-the-amenity-
sector.pdf , https://www.pan-uk.org/information-for-local-authorities/ . 
22 https://www.mdpi.com/2073-445X/9/2/34/htm , Önder, M.; Ceyhan, E.; Kahraman, A. Effects of Agricultural 
Practices on Environment. Biol. Environ. Chem. 2011, 24, 28–32. 
23 https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0325754120301255 . 

https://www.pan-uk.org/pesticide-free-towns-success-stories/
https://issuu.com/pan-uk/docs/pft_a_toolkit_for_local_authorities?e=28041656/43992989
https://www.pan-uk.org/site/wp-content/uploads/Alternatives-to-herbicides-a-guide-for-the-amenity-sector.pdf
https://www.pan-uk.org/site/wp-content/uploads/Alternatives-to-herbicides-a-guide-for-the-amenity-sector.pdf
https://www.pan-uk.org/information-for-local-authorities/
https://www.mdpi.com/2073-445X/9/2/34/htm
https://deref-gmx.co.uk/mail/client/19sBs9sjhZk/dereferrer/?redirectUrl=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.sciencedirect.com%2Fscience%2Farticle%2Fpii%2FS0325754120301255
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These findings are important not only for soil health as such, but also in the light of the IPCC report, as 

bacteria and fungi recycle carbon in soils from living and dead plants. The limelight for absorbing CO2 

is often on plants, but it is the activity by soil microbes (threatened by glyphosate/HHPs) which 

determines whether the carbon is stored underground or released back into the atmosphere25.  

Recent studies, such as the “Impact of Agrochemicals on Soil Microbiota and Management, A Review26” 

have found that: 

 “(…) the soil receives the bulk of complex agrochemical compounds, several of which are 

poisonous to the activity of non-target beneficial soil micro-organisms [13]. (…)” 

“(…) More than 95% of the applied herbicides and 98% of insecticides reach non-target soil 

micro-organisms than their target pest, as they are sprayed proportionately across the entire 

field, irrespective of the affected areas [14]. 

“(…) Hence, of the total quantity of applied pesticides, about 0.1% reaches the target 

organisms while the remaining quantity pollutes the soil and environment.  

 
24 Credit: https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0048969719342160 . 
25 https://www.ceh.ac.uk/sites/default/files/Why%20do%20soil%20microbes%20matter%20-
%20the%20impact%20of%20climate%20change%20on%20soil%20biodiversity.pdf , 
https://www.mdpi.com/2073-445X/9/2/34/htm . 
26 Land 2020, 9(2), 34; https://doi.org/10.3390/land9020034 . 

https://www.mdpi.com/2073-445X/9/2/34/htm#B13-land-09-00034
https://www.mdpi.com/2073-445X/9/2/34/htm#B14-land-09-00034
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0048969719342160
https://deref-gmx.co.uk/mail/client/4McHruhBX7E/dereferrer/?redirectUrl=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.ceh.ac.uk%2Fsites%2Fdefault%2Ffiles%2FWhy%2520do%2520soil%2520microbes%2520matter%2520-%2520the%2520impact%2520of%2520climate%2520change%2520on%2520soil%2520biodiversity.pdf
https://deref-gmx.co.uk/mail/client/4McHruhBX7E/dereferrer/?redirectUrl=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.ceh.ac.uk%2Fsites%2Fdefault%2Ffiles%2FWhy%2520do%2520soil%2520microbes%2520matter%2520-%2520the%2520impact%2520of%2520climate%2520change%2520on%2520soil%2520biodiversity.pdf
https://www.mdpi.com/2073-445X/9/2/34/htm
https://doi.org/10.3390/land9020034
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27 

 

This indiscriminate use of pesticides not only disturbs the soil biodiversity but also adversely 

affects soil microcosms comprising of soil micro-fauna in field communities and soil ecosystem 

[15]. Large quantities of pesticides reaching to the soil have a direct effect on soil microbiota, 

which is a biological indicator of soil fertility influencing plant growth and development 

[16,17,18].  

Similarly, several studies have reported the impact of numerous pesticides on subduing soil 

enzyme activity(s) which affects the nutrient status of soil and include hydrolyzes, nitrate 

reductase, urease, oxidoreductases, nitrogenase, and dehydrogenase activities.  

Further, biological nitrogen fixation (BNF) and their associated biotransformation (i.e., 

ammonification, nitrification, denitrification, phosphorus solubilization and S-oxidation) are 

also affected by pesticide applications [19].  

In addition, reduced microbial carbon biomass (MCB) and functional diversities of many non-

target soil microbial populations are affected because of intensive applications of pesticide in 

contemporary agriculture [13]. (…).”  

(sic; emphasis added). 

 

 
27 https://www.mdpi.com/2073-445X/9/2/34/htm#B13-land-09-00034 . 

https://www.mdpi.com/2073-445X/9/2/34/htm#B15-land-09-00034
https://www.mdpi.com/2073-445X/9/2/34/htm#B16-land-09-00034
https://www.mdpi.com/2073-445X/9/2/34/htm#B17-land-09-00034
https://www.mdpi.com/2073-445X/9/2/34/htm#B18-land-09-00034
https://www.mdpi.com/2073-445X/9/2/34/htm#B19-land-09-00034
https://www.mdpi.com/2073-445X/9/2/34/htm#B13-land-09-00034
https://www.mdpi.com/2073-445X/9/2/34/htm#B13-land-09-00034
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Overall in this section, we applaud the importance given to connectivity between habitats. This is 

important not just because “Species living within such sites may be threatened by not being able to 

migrate under changing environmental conditions”, but for other reasons, too - such as the ‘island 

effect’, the ‘edge effect’, and the apparent understanding of the importance of a holistic, landscape-

wide approach.  

In principle, we would support preferred policy option 07, and the utilisation of Local Nature 

Partnerships (LNPs) and the draft Nature Recovery Network (NRN)29, but under the caveat that 

authorities provide more detail on what will be done in each zone. 

We remain somewhat disappointed by the paucity of concrete suggestions about what actions need 

to be taken - the main focus of the plan currently seems to be further research to determine which 

areas of the county should belong to which of the three zones. That information is obviously needed 

before action is taken, but not having the full map yet does not mean that we cannot say what we 

plan to do in each type of zone. Particularly with regard to the Core Zone, we would like to emphasize 

that all ancient woodland30 in the county should be included per se, not only those that are part of an 

SSSI or controlled by the Woodland Trust. 

 
28 https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2667010021001281 . 
29 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/nature-recovery-network . 
30 List of designated ancient woodland, according to government data: https://woodlandr.uk/, or in map 
form:https://environment.data.gov.uk/DefraDataDownload/?mapService=NE/AncientWoodlandEngland&Mod
e=spatial 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2667010021001281
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/nature-recovery-network
https://www.google.com/url?q=https://woodlandr.uk/&sa=D&source=editors&ust=1632004180547000&usg=AOvVaw2xDAYrr6eo6NEzF_fXfLAW
https://www.google.com/url?q=https://environment.data.gov.uk/DefraDataDownload/?mapService%3DNE/AncientWoodlandEngland%26Mode%3Dspatial&sa=D&source=editors&ust=1632004180547000&usg=AOvVaw14w8Vxb4PxHQ584AfwX282
https://www.google.com/url?q=https://environment.data.gov.uk/DefraDataDownload/?mapService%3DNE/AncientWoodlandEngland%26Mode%3Dspatial&sa=D&source=editors&ust=1632004180547000&usg=AOvVaw14w8Vxb4PxHQ584AfwX282
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• Policy option 08 - Biodiversity Gain  

We are currently witnessing the Holocene or Anthropocene mass extinction, which is the sixth mass 

extinction event in the earth’s history, which experts inform us could see three quarters of all species 

disappear31. The significant differences compared to previous mass extinctions are that: 

(1) the present mass extinction is anthropogenic, i.e., human-generated, 
(2) the current rate of species extinction is estimated to be 100 to 1,000 times higher than 
natural background extinction rates, and that 
(3) present species extinction is also higher than at any time since 66 million years ago32. 
 

It comes therefore as no surprise that in ecological terms, humanity has been noted as an 

unprecedented “global super-predator”: human population growth and increasing per capita 

consumption (notably meat consumption) are the primary driver of mass extinction, and 

deforestation, overfishing, ocean acidification, and the decline in amphibian populations being a few 

broader examples of global biodiversity loss.  

We therefore very much welcome the Consultation Document’s intentions regarding biodiversity gain, 

although we would like to highlight that the need for a “gain” in biodiversity is only generated by 

human activity reducing it in the first place. We therefore think it would be conducive to awareness-

raising on this issue to instead use the term “Compensatory Biodiversity Gain in 

Developments/Planning” (or indeed, offsets).  

And again, the difficulty will be to make sure that such offsets are indeed effected in practice. The 

proposed mitigation hierarchy is to be welcomed in the sense that it prioritises offset on site, and it is 

now indispensable to actually privilege on-site offsets, and to actually realise them.  

The UK now has a legally binding target, announced by DEFRA in May 2021, aiming to halt the decline 

of nature in England by 2030. The Plan proposes a biodiversity net gain (BNG) for new development 

of 20%, which we are told will not affect “viability” of developments - a priority setting which, again, 

does not give due regard to the climate emergency.  

Also, there is a real risk that 20% net gain (if properly measured) will not be deliverable for many 

developments, i.e., there needs to be a simple way for off-site upgrades, preferably with developers 

paying a direct contribution to established projects in Nature Recovery Networks (NRNs). 

And even if financial viability were the prime consideration, CPRE points out that the metrics for 

calculating net gain are yet to be thoroughly tested, and indeed DEFRA’s biodiversity metrics have 

received a lot of criticism from ecologists, not least as leading rewilding projects in England, such as 

Knepp estate in Sussex, would barely register for biodiversity under the government’s new 

calculations 33.  

 
31 Cf. Anthony Barnovsky, executive director of  Jasper Ridge Biological Preserve, Standford University, see also 
https://edition.cnn.com/interactive/2016/12/specials/vanishing/ . 
32 https://www.bbc.com/news/science-environment-52881831 . 
33 https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2021/jul/21/biodiversity-metric-algorithm-natural-england-
developers-blight-valuable-habitats-aoe . 

https://edition.cnn.com/interactive/2016/12/specials/vanishing/
https://www.bbc.com/news/science-environment-52881831
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2021/jul/21/biodiversity-metric-algorithm-natural-england-developers-blight-valuable-habitats-aoe
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2021/jul/21/biodiversity-metric-algorithm-natural-england-developers-blight-valuable-habitats-aoe
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We agree with CPRE that developers find ways to distort the system, downgrading the existing 

biodiversity value of the sites they wish to develop, and overstating what their compensatory 

measures can deliver. This is challenging for local authorities, who often lack the in-house expertise 

and resources to undertake robust scrutiny of such proposals. The policy therefore needs to reflect a 

precautionary principle about erring on the side of caution in assessments, and being clear about who 

should take responsibility for making these judgements (i.e. the local authority, not developers or their 

agents), which requires a significant increase in funding.  

It also seems unlikely that any development that ends up in private hands can guarantee lasting net 

gain. Buildings can be extended, planting paved over, and permeable hard standing replaced. Similarly, 

land around new developments can quickly be degraded by over-use, as noted above. Net gains would 

need to be guaranteed in perpetuity, for instance by way of a covenant specifying such land as being 

part of a planning permission. 

We are somewhat disappointed by preferred policy option 08 for not living up to the Consultation 

Document’s stated objective “to set an ambitious target for biodiversity net gain34”. 20% net gain does 

not exceed the national minimum target, and it is therefore somewhat difficult to qualify it as 

“ambitious”. We would support setting a higher target to begin with, or at least to aim at increasing 

the target with evolving practice and experience, bearing in mind that this Joint Statutory Plan covers 

twice the regular duration, and is meant to be valid until 2050. 

We would also like this policy option to declare, or at least acknowledge the extinction crisis, which 

has reached as alarming a level as the climate crisis, and is an indicator of (and probably a good proxy 

for) our alarmingly increasing planetary overshoot35. 

 

• Policy option 09 - Natural Capital and Ecosystem Services  

Apart from the slight damper of the anthropocentric/utilitarian terminology used36, it is excellent that 

local authorities are working with Oxford University on assessing “natural capital”.  

 37 

 
34 Oxfordshire Plan 2050 Regulation 18 (Part 2) Consultation Document, p. 65, paragraph 223. 
35 https://www.sepa.org.uk/one-planet-prosperity/earth-overshoot-day/ . 
36 Oxfordshire Plan 2050 Regulation 18 (Part 2) Consultation Document, p. 66, paragraph 232. 
37 Source: https://oecd-events.org/green-finance-and-investment-2020/ . 

https://www.sepa.org.uk/one-planet-prosperity/earth-overshoot-day/
https://oecd-events.org/green-finance-and-investment-2020/
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Notably the carbon sink potential of “natural capital” deserves our full attention in times of climate 

emergency, and with mental health problems costing the county well over a billion pounds a year, the 

business case for investment in ecosystems (referred to by the utilitarian view as “green and blue 

infrastructure”) is certainly proved, even without all the other health and economic benefits listed. 

We welcome the Consultation Paper’s statement that “There is a strong case for investment in green 

infrastructure38 (…)”, and the (potential) benefits listed as a business case39 are very helpful and indeed 

hope-inspiring. We note, however, that a few of the examples do not, technically speaking, fall under 

the definition of green infrastructure (GI), such as cycling infrastructure and speed limits. Also, it may 

be helpful to approach green infrastructure differently for urban and rural areas, respectively.  

 40 

We greatly appreciate the acknowledgement of regulating services in paragraph 235 of the 

Consultation Document. However, two vital regulating services are missed out and should be 

considered as well: (1) the breakdown of waste, and (2) microclimate control (beyond simple cooling 

and shading), e.g., more rain around stands of trees.  

We would in principle support the preferred policy option 09; however, we have concerns that the 

proposed “Natural Capital baseline mapping”, combined with the assessment using an “eco-metric” 

quantifying “environmental value” might lead to a situation where the degradation of habitats would 

not be seen as problematic as such, but only insofar as this would lead to a decrease in the delivery of 

perceived “ecosystem services” by the respective habitat.  

A reductionist utilitarian view has one key strategic weakness: human assessment of the “services” 

that ecosystems deliver has chronically been lagging behind, as illustrated just for instance by the 

recent “discovery” of the role soil microbiome plays in carbon sequestration.  

 
38 Oxfordshire Plan 2050 Regulation 18 (Part 2) Consultation Document, p. 68, paragraph 247. 
39 Oxfordshire Plan 2050 Regulation 18 (Part 2) Consultation Document, p. 70, after paragraph 252. 
40 Source: https://www.wetlands.org/blog/blue-green-infrastructure-from-a-single-measure-to-city-wide-
network/blue-green-defined/ . 

https://www.wetlands.org/blog/blue-green-infrastructure-from-a-single-measure-to-city-wide-network/blue-green-defined/
https://www.wetlands.org/blog/blue-green-infrastructure-from-a-single-measure-to-city-wide-network/blue-green-defined/
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As a consequence, the ex-post discovery of “services” that habitats provide in preventing climate 

breakdown often comes too late, with disastrous consequences for human survival. 

We would therefore urge authorities to cover traditional blind spots, and adopt a more precautionary 

approach to the preservation of habitats, even where both their ecological and economic benefits still 

lie as yet undiscovered by human science, which is but an attempt to catch up with nature, and an 

intrinsically late one. 

 “The Fall of Icarus”, Jacob Peter Gouwy 1635-163741 

 

• Policy option 10 - Green Belt  

As the Oxfordshire Green Party, we are strongly opposed to any future Green Belt reviews. Policy 

option 10 advocates the enhancement of Green Belt areas, but no suggestion is made as to how to 

influence landowners to get involved, while these have strong economic incentives to make huge 

windfall profits when getting permissions for development. A recent analysis of the green belt as an 

instrument of urban planning as against developments in the context of climate change comes to the 

following conclusion:  

“(…) Although the principle of the Green Belt is not under threat, the interpretation of policy is 

open to change and there are clear indications that the pressures for new housing are pushing 

policy makers towards relaxing some of the criteria. In this respect the CPRE has argued that 

the 2017 Housing White Paper could serve fundamentally to weaken the status of Green 

Belt.(45) Initially this appears strange, as the White Paper states that Green Belt boundaries 

should continue to be altered only in ‘exceptional circumstances’ and after all other reasonable 

options for meeting housing need have been ‘examined fully’. However, the definition of 

‘exceptional circumstances’ (para 1.39 of the White Paper) specifically includes ‘housing 

requirements’. The CPRE argues that the test could be used by developers to justify a constant 

 
41 Source: https://www.museodelprado.es/en/the-collection/art-work/the-fall-of-icarus/2823dc25-398a-4d88-
a4b2-be314065a62d . 

https://www.museodelprado.es/en/the-collection/art-work/the-fall-of-icarus/2823dc25-398a-4d88-a4b2-be314065a62d
https://www.museodelprado.es/en/the-collection/art-work/the-fall-of-icarus/2823dc25-398a-4d88-a4b2-be314065a62d
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state of Green Belt review. This is a significant change in emphasis from previous policy 

statements that housing demand alone is not sufficient justification to change Green Belt 

boundaries. The CPRE also argues that the requirement to ‘examine fully’ other options may 

be toothless in practice. Since the introduction of the NPPF in 2012, planning inspectors have 

rarely challenged local authorities who have promoted Green Belt release, even where there 

are significant amounts of brownfield land available42” (emphasis added). 

A report by Brentwood Borough Council43 shows that the annual rate of loss of Green Belt has 

doubled since the NPPF came into force in 2012: Green Belt boundaries are now being changed to 

accommodate housing at the fastest rate for at least two decades. At least 800 hectares of green belt 

land have been developed for a range of commercial or industrial projects, such as offices or retail 

parks, since 2009. Nearly three-quarters of the housing proposed on land to be released from the green 

belt will be unaffordable for most people living in the local area: planning consultants Glenigan found 

only 16% of homes built in Green Belt since 2009 were affordable.  

In Cherwell, for example, where the District Council recently agreed to 4400 houses on green belt sites, 

none of the ‘affordable’ homes will be available to local families, but are instead being given over to 

deal with the needs of Oxford City. it cannot be equitable that local residents should be forced to lose 

their green space and rural nature with no stake in the resultant developments, except for those able 

to access the ‘unaffordable’ homes. 

With the New Homes Bonus44, the Government has been giving financial incentives which significantly 

increase Green Belt release and development, contrary to its own commitments. Although perhaps 

not a key factor in itself, it may have encouraged councils to sign up to the 2017 Housing and Growth 

Deal. 

The implementation of planning policy must be wary of overextending the concept of “exceptional 

circumstances” allowing the grant of planning permissions on the Green Belt.  

 

The term “exceptional circumstances” in relation to the Green Belt must be reinterpreted in the light 

of the climate emergency, to be construed exceptionally narrowly and restrictively. Ideally, provisions 

in local planning law should be freezing further strategic green belt releases or additions to previous 

strategic green belt releases. 

 
42 Repurposing the Green Belt in the 21st Century, Peter Bishop / Alona Martinez Perez / Rob Roggema / Lesley 
Williams, UCL Press, 2020, https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv13xprpt , p. 91. 
43 Green Belt Study Part I: London Metropolitan Green Belt over-view’, CE-BW-0585-RP06 – FINAL, Brentwood 
Borough Council, 1 November 2018, section 4.2.12, 
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&ved=2ahUKEwig1dOcpYnzAhWCA2M
BHYKdACkQFnoECAcQAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fdocument.brentwood.gov.uk%2Fpdf%2F06112018150226000
000.pdf&usg=AOvVaw3MFSFLkQIYVQThWneH8HOY . 
44 Introduced by the Government in 2011, to provide an incentive for local authorities to encourage housing 
growth in their areas, https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/new-homes-bonus-final-allocations-2020-
to-2021 . 

https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv13xprpt
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&ved=2ahUKEwig1dOcpYnzAhWCA2MBHYKdACkQFnoECAcQAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fdocument.brentwood.gov.uk%2Fpdf%2F06112018150226000000.pdf&usg=AOvVaw3MFSFLkQIYVQThWneH8HOY
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&ved=2ahUKEwig1dOcpYnzAhWCA2MBHYKdACkQFnoECAcQAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fdocument.brentwood.gov.uk%2Fpdf%2F06112018150226000000.pdf&usg=AOvVaw3MFSFLkQIYVQThWneH8HOY
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&ved=2ahUKEwig1dOcpYnzAhWCA2MBHYKdACkQFnoECAcQAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fdocument.brentwood.gov.uk%2Fpdf%2F06112018150226000000.pdf&usg=AOvVaw3MFSFLkQIYVQThWneH8HOY
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/new-homes-bonus-final-allocations-2020-to-2021
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/new-homes-bonus-final-allocations-2020-to-2021
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 45 

A planning map of Oxford. Highlighted in red: new sites for housing and other developments in 

Oxford. (Picture: Oxford City Council) 
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There are individual case scenarios where rural communities are being hollowed out after young 

people leave the areas, not able to afford continuing to live in their own communities, due to high 

house prices and second home ownership. In such cases, depending on how exceptional the invoked 

circumstances are, and especially considering affordability and local need, there might be a case for 

supporting community-led, local green belt development. 

However, building on green belt land should not be the first resort, and protections that are already 

in place should be supported and strengthened. The interpretative guidance by the NPPF and the 

2017 White Paper means that currently, ample opportunity remains for obtaining permission to build 

on green belt land, under supposedly “exceptional” circumstances, which have evolved into a de 

facto default. 

Enhancing Green Belts would only be positive where this would not compromise wildlife value, and 

under the caveat that, in particular, environmentally valuable green belt land such as hay meadows or 

grazing land around developments must not be used for externalising services for them, such as SUDS, 

cycleways, fitness trails, etc. These should be contained within the developments.  

The Consultation Document quotes46 the National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) suggesting that 

“Once Green Belts have been defined, local planning authorities should plan positively to enhance their 

beneficial use, such as (…) to provide opportunities for outdoor sport (…)”.  

While providing outdoor sports is a worthwhile objective as such, if such provision takes place in the 

Green Belt, the competing objectives require safeguards to be put in place, so as not to compromise 

carbon sequestration on the Green Belt: for instance, operators of an outdoor sports facility, e.g., a 

tennis court, are often likely to have recourse to chemicals for ensuring the “safety” of their site, to 

avoid liability for accident risk, and the use of such chemicals would impact negatively on the Green 

Belt. 

More importantly, enhancement will only happen if there is a total embargo on any further “Green 

Belt reviews”. Realistically, it is only when landowners are forced to accept that there is no chance of 

their part of the Green Belt being released for development, with the enormous windfall profit 

entailed (granting a residential consent might increase the value of the land by a factor of 250 times 

from its agricultural value!), that they will be prepared to look at enhancement.  

Current policy gives destructive incentives to landowners to run down their Green Belt sites, so as to 

increase the supposed chances for their release. If we are serious about carbon sinks and climate 

mitigation, we need an immediate policy reversal to redress these incentives structures. 

As far as the improvement of derelict land is concerned, this question might more appropriately 

pertain to the recovery of brownfield sites, rather than Green Belt land. Rather concerning safety issues 

can arise when building on a previously unregulated landfill site that is prone to flooding, as in the case 

 
46 Oxfordshire Plan 2050 Regulation 18 (Part 2) Consultation Document, p. 73 f., paragraphs 267-268, and 
textbox «Policy Option 10» after paragraph 270. 
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of the tragic death of a seven-year-old boy, Zane Gbangbola, killed by accidental hydrogen cyanide 

release in 2014 – the family is still campaigning for justice seven years on47. 

Finally, we believe that any plans to expand Oxford Airport should be opposed entirely in their own 

right, and not merely as constituting a threat to the Green Belt. The last thing we should be doing in 

a state of climate emergency is increasing opportunities for air travel. 

To resume, the Green Belt around Oxford is key not only to wildlife and human wellbeing, but also to 

carbon sequestration, particularly in the post-tipping point scenario we find ourselves in.  

Policy Option 10 merely addresses “enhancement” of the Green Belt, but does not address its extent 

or indeed release. Although enhancement of existing Green Belt land can certainly be positive if done 

sensitively, it strikes us that a major focus should be on preserving the extent of Green Belt land as 

such, given the ongoing and increasing impact of the policy changes we lay out above, and we propose 

to amend policy option 10 accordingly. 

 

• Policy option 11 - Water Quality (see also our comments on theme 1, policy option 3 above) 

We have a water quality crisis. Policy option 11 currently does not require a change to existing 

circumstances, but only seems to envisage improving water quality with regard to new development. 

Policy option 11 should be adapted to deliver a clear roadmap for a clean-up of our rivers and 

waterbodies.  

 48 

 
47 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-surrey-54603701 . 
48 https://www.usgs.gov/special-topic/water-science-school/science/pesticides-groundwater?qt-
science_center_objects=0#qt-science_center_objects . 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-surrey-54603701
https://www.usgs.gov/special-topic/water-science-school/science/pesticides-groundwater?qt-science_center_objects=0#qt-science_center_objects
https://www.usgs.gov/special-topic/water-science-school/science/pesticides-groundwater?qt-science_center_objects=0#qt-science_center_objects
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As mentioned in the introduction to this paper, the Local Government Association (LGA)'s latest 

research on the effects of climate change on local authorities shows that eight in ten councils have 

suffered climate-related incidents in the last five years, with over 23,000 properties in England being 

affected by flooding during this period49.  

Flooding is not without impacts on water quality, especially where the flooding also affects brownfield 

sites (see our comments on policy option 29 below), which are often located in floodplains. In the wake 

of climate change with its increasingly frequent droughts and flooding, water scarcity and its 

consequences are one of the greatest dangers for nature and humankind alike.  

The UK’s South East is the most water-stressed part of the UK, with the whole of the south of England 

at risk of water shortage by 2065 under some climate change scenarios50, and without major demand 

management measures, there are serious risks of drought in our region by the 2050s51.  

Moreover, as mentioned in our introductory comments, there are warning signs that the gulf stream 

might shut down sooner than expected52, which would affect the UK dramatically, by decreasing 

temperatures and rain fall, and thereby land use and agriculture53. 

Current continental or global hydrological model uses have concentrated much on the occurrence of 

flooding or droughts, and the general availability of fresh water. On a large scale, however, scientists 

have traditionally neglected water quality as an important factor for determining whether water is 

potable, and in particular the fact how quickly pollutants can ooze into the groundwater, through 

cracks or fissures in the earth’s surface. 

Agriculture has a significant part to play for both availability and quality of freshwater.  

 54 

 
49 https://www.local.gov.uk/climate-related-incidents-affecting-councils . 
50 Water UK, 2016, Water Resources Long Term Planning (2015-2065), https://www.water.org.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2018/11/WaterUK-WRLTPF_Final-Report_FINAL-PUBLISHED-min.pdf . 
51 Chris Cousins, Riki Therivel and Elizabeth Wilson, “The Oxford-Cambridge Arc: A critical assessment by 
POETS”, July 2021, https://www.poetsplanningoxon.uk/poets-oxcam-arc-critical-assessment-paper-
210721.pdf. 
52 https://doi.org/10.1038/s41558-021-01097-4 . 
53 https://www.nature.com/articles/s43016-019-0011-3 . 
54 https://agfundernews.com/its-time-to-plant-the-seeds-of-growth-in-sustainable-agriculture.html . 

https://www.local.gov.uk/climate-related-incidents-affecting-councils
https://www.water.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/WaterUK-WRLTPF_Final-Report_FINAL-PUBLISHED-min.pdf
https://www.water.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/WaterUK-WRLTPF_Final-Report_FINAL-PUBLISHED-min.pdf
https://www.poetsplanningoxon.uk/poets-oxcam-arc-critical-assessment-paper-210721.pdf
https://www.poetsplanningoxon.uk/poets-oxcam-arc-critical-assessment-paper-210721.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41558-021-01097-4
https://www.nature.com/articles/s43016-019-0011-3
https://agfundernews.com/its-time-to-plant-the-seeds-of-growth-in-sustainable-agriculture.html
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The OECD acknowledges that “Agriculture both contributes to and faces water risks (…)”, and that 

“Irrigated agriculture remains the largest user of water globally, a trend encouraged by the fact that 

farmers in most countries do not pay for the full cost of the water they use. Agriculture irrigation 

accounts for 70% of water use worldwide and over 40% in many OECD countries. Intensive 

groundwater pumping for irrigation depletes aquifers and can lead to negative environmental 

externalities, causing significant economic impact on the sector and beyond. In addition, agriculture 

remains a major source of water pollution; agricultural fertiliser run-off, pesticide use and livestock 

effluents all contribute to the pollution of waterways and groundwater55.” (emphasis added). 

Before the mid-1970s, it was believed that soil acted as a protective filter preventing pesticides from 

reaching groundwater, but recent studies have debunked this myth:  

“(…) Pesticides can reach water-bearing aquifers below ground from applications onto crop 

fields, seepage of contaminated surface water, accidental spills and leaks, improper disposal, 

and even through injection waste material into wells56”(sic),  

Moreover, these studies have shown that the serious risk of groundwater contamination by fast flow 

into aquifers has been widely underestimated57.  

58 

 
55 https://www.oecd.org/agriculture/topics/water-and-agriculture/ ;  
56 https://www.usgs.gov/special-topic/water-science-school/science/pesticides-groundwater?qt-
science_center_objects=0#qt-science_center_objects . 
57 Hartmann, A. et al. (2021): Risk of groundwater contamination widely underestimated because of fast flow 
into aquifers. In: PNAS 118 (20). DOI: 10.1073/pnas.2024492118. 
58 Source: https://www.usgs.gov/special-topic/water-science-school/science/pesticides-groundwater?qt-
science_center_objects=0#qt-science_center_objects . 

https://www.oecd.org/agriculture/topics/water-and-agriculture/
https://www.usgs.gov/special-topic/water-science-school/science/pesticides-groundwater?qt-science_center_objects=0#qt-science_center_objects
https://www.usgs.gov/special-topic/water-science-school/science/pesticides-groundwater?qt-science_center_objects=0#qt-science_center_objects
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.2024492118
https://www.usgs.gov/special-topic/water-science-school/science/pesticides-groundwater?qt-science_center_objects=0#qt-science_center_objects
https://www.usgs.gov/special-topic/water-science-school/science/pesticides-groundwater?qt-science_center_objects=0#qt-science_center_objects
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For instance, scientists used the example of glyphosate to illustrate the significant consequences of 

fast flow: according to the data, glyphosate can exceed its legal thresholds in groundwater up to 19 

times due to fast flow. These findings on increased pollution risk for fresh water and/or ecosystems 

dependent on fresh water are particularly relevant for agricultural regions dependent on degradable 

fertilisers and pesticides.  

As Oxfordshire has such a serious problem with ongoing sewage outflows polluting our rivers, we 

welcome the prospect of infrastructure upgrades to water supply and wastewater treatment and of 

local authorities working towards bathing water status.  

This must be rigorously monitored and followed through. The Plan promises the phasing of 

development with the infrastructure upgrades; the completion of the infrastructure needs to precede 

the development. 

At the planning level, measures to reduce the impact of new development on the foul water network 

should be embedded in building design - reducing and eliminating surface water ingress into the foul 

water network, through rainwater catchment systems, grey water recycling and encouraging best 

practice in foul water technology such as the use of soakways or composting toilets. 

A clear plan for foul water system upgrades, with timescales, needs to be presented by Thames 

Water, and areas for new development dependent on adequate sewerage networks. Oxfordshire 2050 

should take the opportunity to liaise directly with Thames Water and the Environment Agency to work 

towards a clear pathway to the full upgrade of the sewerage network. 

Encouraging the use of water catchment systems and Sustainable Drainage Systems (SuDS) in 

building design would be of dual benefit here: both in terms of climate resilience in times of drought, 

and also in reducing run-off in times of flood. 

 59 

 
59 Source : https://www.thelkgroup.com/the-suds-balancing-act/ . 

https://www.thelkgroup.com/the-suds-balancing-act/


Oxfordshire 2050 Plan Oxfordshire Green Party   
CONSULTATION  RESPONSE 6 October 2021 

 
Page 24 of 31 

Whereas in Wales, any development over 100m2 must have a SuDS, in the rest of the UK, the 

situation is currently less responsive to the climate emergency, unfortunately. Encouragingly though, 

an increasing number of local authorities, especially in the south, expect to see them in planning 

applications, although they are as yet still not mandatory there. Guidance by the Construction Industry 

Research and Information Association (CIRIA) sets out four pillars for SuDS: 

• Quantity: the retention of surface water on-site to control outflows during peak events; 
• Quality: the filtering of water to remove contaminants and sediment before it is discharged, 

for example, through a reed bed or pond; 
• Bio-diversity: the use of swales, balancing ponds or other elements to create habitat and 

encourage diversity in fauna and flora; 
• Amenity: using the SuDS to add value to sites through the creation of walkways, play areas etc. 

Policy option 

We could support the preferred policy option on condition that it recognises the risk any 

development poses “to surface and ground water quality, quantity and flow, and fisheries interests” 

as stated by the Department of Agriculture, Environment and Rural Affairs (DAERA):  

“(…) Polluting discharges and/or contaminated run-off entering the surface water or 

groundwater environment as a result of the construction and/or the operation of the proposed 

activity on the site can impact water quality. Proposed development within a watercourse may 

affect hydromorphology, quantity and flow of surface waters, while development requiring 

excavations and/or changes in ground level have the potential to interrupt groundwater flow 

paths60”. 

Moreover, we would like to see stronger emphasis on the fact that Developers proposing “(…) schemes 

that present a hazard to groundwater resources, quality or abstractions must provide an acceptable 

hydrogeological risk assessment (HRA) to the Environment Agency and the planning authority. Any 

activities that can adversely affect groundwater must be considered, including physical disturbance of 

the aquifer. If the HRA identifies unacceptable risks then the developer must provide appropriate 

mitigation. If this is not done or is not possible the Environment Agency will recommend that the 

planning permission is conditioned, or it will object to the proposal.”,  

and that, within a Source Protection Zone 1, the Environment Agency will normally object in principle 

to any planning application for a development that may physically disturb an aquifer61. 

Finally, we would like to see a policy change aimed at implementing mandatory SuDS for developments 

above a certain size (100m2 or other size as appropriate), similar to the regulatory example already in 

place in Wales, and for retrofitting SuDS in existing settlements. 

 

 
60 https://www.daera-ni.gov.uk/articles/development-may-have-effect-water-environment-including-
groundwater-and-fisheries . 
61 The Environment Agency’s approach to groundwater protection, February 2018, 
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/groundwater-protection-position-statements . 

https://www.daera-ni.gov.uk/articles/development-may-have-effect-water-environment-including-groundwater-and-fisheries
https://www.daera-ni.gov.uk/articles/development-may-have-effect-water-environment-including-groundwater-and-fisheries
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/groundwater-protection-position-statements
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• Policy option 12 - Air Quality  

According to Public Health England (PHE), air pollution is one of the major environmental determinants 

of health, both short and long-term.  

There is solid evidence of significant impact on, among others, the incidence and severity of 

cardiovascular disease and lung health: according to data published by the Government last October, 

75% of the reporting zones had illegal levels of air pollution.  

Sadly, this is not new – air pollution has been above legal limits for over 10 years, with hardly any 

progress made in meeting legal obligations that should already have been complied with back in 

201062, which had initially been the deadline for compliance under EU law.  

According to information from the British Lung Foundation (BLF)’s Task Force for Lung Health, 90% of 

local authorities are still breaching legal limits63. 

 64 

This is made worse by the fact that for some substances, there may be no safe emission levels. This is 

already accepted for fine particulate matter65, and a growing body of evidence suggests it is also the 

case for NO2, with a recent study66 showing health impacts at levels below existing legal limits for NO2 

(NO2 emitters are vehicles, industry, power generation and domestic heating). 

 
62 https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2010/1001/contents/made . 
63 https://www.blf.org.uk/taskforce/data-tracker/air-quality/no2 . 
64 Source: https://publichealthmatters.blog.gov.uk/2018/11/14/health-matters-air-pollution-sources-impacts-
and-actions/  
65 “There are no safe levels of PM and impacts are observed below levels permitted by current legal limits.”,  
 Air Quality - A Briefing for Directors of Public Health, DEFRA / PHE / LGA, March 2017, see also 
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6976917/ , and 
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/health-matters-air-pollution/health-matters-air-pollution . 
66 https://www.europeanlung.org/en/news-and-events/media-centre/press-releases/long-term-exposure-to-
air-pollution-within-eu-regulations-linked-to-impaired-breathing-in-children-and-new-cases-of-asthma-in-
adults . 

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2010/1001/contents/made
https://www.blf.org.uk/taskforce/data-tracker/air-quality/no2
https://publichealthmatters.blog.gov.uk/2018/11/14/health-matters-air-pollution-sources-impacts-and-actions/
https://publichealthmatters.blog.gov.uk/2018/11/14/health-matters-air-pollution-sources-impacts-and-actions/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6976917/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/health-matters-air-pollution/health-matters-air-pollution
https://www.europeanlung.org/en/news-and-events/media-centre/press-releases/long-term-exposure-to-air-pollution-within-eu-regulations-linked-to-impaired-breathing-in-children-and-new-cases-of-asthma-in-adults
https://www.europeanlung.org/en/news-and-events/media-centre/press-releases/long-term-exposure-to-air-pollution-within-eu-regulations-linked-to-impaired-breathing-in-children-and-new-cases-of-asthma-in-adults
https://www.europeanlung.org/en/news-and-events/media-centre/press-releases/long-term-exposure-to-air-pollution-within-eu-regulations-linked-to-impaired-breathing-in-children-and-new-cases-of-asthma-in-adults
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Air pollution affects the health and quality of life of people across Oxfordshire. It has been estimated 

that air pollution causes the equivalent of 40,000 early deaths in the UK every year67, and it has a 

particular impact on children as they grow. 

 68 

 69 

 
67 For Oxfordshire, see in particular https://www.greenoxfordshire.com/the-mike-woodin-green-trust1.html , 
and https://www.oxfordmail.co.uk/news/11163902.report-backs-widows-belief-pollution-caused-lung-cancer/; 
cf. also https://www.rcplondon.ac.uk/projects/outputs/every-breath-we-take-lifelong-impact-air-pollution . 
68 Source: https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/closing-rat-runs-worsens-pollution-says-ella-adoo-kissi-debras-
mother-on-eve-of-inquest-lhqp83sqk . 
69 https://www.innersouthlondoncoroner.org.uk/news/2020/nov/inquest-touching-the-death-of-ella-roberta-
adoo-kissi-debrah . 

https://www.greenoxfordshire.com/the-mike-woodin-green-trust1.html
https://www.oxfordmail.co.uk/news/11163902.report-backs-widows-belief-pollution-caused-lung-cancer/
https://www.rcplondon.ac.uk/projects/outputs/every-breath-we-take-lifelong-impact-air-pollution
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/closing-rat-runs-worsens-pollution-says-ella-adoo-kissi-debras-mother-on-eve-of-inquest-lhqp83sqk
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/closing-rat-runs-worsens-pollution-says-ella-adoo-kissi-debras-mother-on-eve-of-inquest-lhqp83sqk
https://www.innersouthlondoncoroner.org.uk/news/2020/nov/inquest-touching-the-death-of-ella-roberta-adoo-kissi-debrah
https://www.innersouthlondoncoroner.org.uk/news/2020/nov/inquest-touching-the-death-of-ella-roberta-adoo-kissi-debrah
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In the recent landmark UK inquest on the tragic death of a nine-year-old girl, Ella Kissi-Debrah70, the 

coroner ruled that air pollution made a material contribution to the child’s death, with a recognised 

failure to reduce nitrogen dioxide levels71. At the conclusion of the two-week inquest, coroner Philip 

Barlow said Ella had been exposed to "excessive" levels of pollution. The inquest heard that in the 

three years before her death, the little girl had multiple seizures and was admitted to hospital 27 

times72. 

The latest UNICEF report identifies air pollution as the number one effect of climate change on 

children worldwide73, negatively affecting human development and natural environments74. NGOs 

such as Clean Air Parents Network are fighting to protect their children’s health and life, calling for 

Clean Air Zones, clean transport and a new Clean Air Act75.  

Moreover, recent scientific findings show that even at levels lower than previously thought, air 

pollution seriously endangers people’s health. The WHO is reacting by proposing drastic changes to 

its previous 2005 Recommendations, slashing its original recommendations for fine particulate 

matter (PM2.5) and nitrogen dioxide (NO2). In the UK, exposure of young lungs to toxic pollution is 

far above what we know to be acceptable:  

• For PM2.5, UK legal limits are now 4 times higher than WHO recommendations; 

• For NO2, UK legal limits are now 4 times higher than WHO recommendations. 

Alarmingly, a growing body of evidence also highlights potential links between air pollution and Covid-

1976. According to Client Earth, 2019 data shows that we have been breathing illegally polluted air right 

before the Covid-19 pandemic77.  

While lockdown led to a temporary decrease in NO2 levels in some areas78, traffic79 and pollution80 

levels are now back on the rise in many towns and cities. Local authorities should not rely on temporary 

dips experienced during lockdown to evade the urgent need to clean up our air on a lasting basis. It 

 
70 https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2020/dec/16/ella-kissi-debrah-mother-fight-justice-air-
pollution-death . 
71 https://www.ft.com/content/148ed4f4-a4b6-48d4-8834-08aa248dcb0f . 
72 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-london-55330945 . 
73 https://www.unicef.org/press-releases/one-billion-children-extremely-high-risk-impacts-climate-crisis-
unicef. 
74 https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpubh.2020.00014/full . 
75 https://www.cleanairparents.org.uk/ . 
76 https://uk-
air.defra.gov.uk/assets/documents/reports/cat09/2007010844_Estimation_of_Changes_in_Air_Pollution_Duri
ng_COVID-19_outbreak_in_the_UK.pdf . 
77 https://www.clientearth.org/latest/latest-updates/news/uk-air-pollution-how-clean-is-the-air-you-
breathe/?utm_source=facebook&utm_medium=social&utm_campaign=clean-
air&fbclid=IwAR1OcAxBMnCPovziSZRd6Xe0V97i_QcjsK8qcapX6DvRR_33SVeUp6rTjMo . 
78 https://uk-
air.defra.gov.uk/assets/documents/reports/cat09/2007010844_Estimation_of_Changes_in_Air_Pollution_Duri
ng_COVID-19_outbreak_in_the_UK.pdf . 
79 https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/transport-use-during-the-coronavirus-covid-19-pandemic . 
80 https://energyandcleanair.org/pollution-returns-to-european-capitals/ . 

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2020/dec/16/ella-kissi-debrah-mother-fight-justice-air-pollution-death
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2020/dec/16/ella-kissi-debrah-mother-fight-justice-air-pollution-death
https://www.ft.com/content/148ed4f4-a4b6-48d4-8834-08aa248dcb0f
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-london-55330945
https://www.unicef.org/press-releases/one-billion-children-extremely-high-risk-impacts-climate-crisis-unicef
https://www.unicef.org/press-releases/one-billion-children-extremely-high-risk-impacts-climate-crisis-unicef
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpubh.2020.00014/full
https://www.cleanairparents.org.uk/
https://uk-air.defra.gov.uk/assets/documents/reports/cat09/2007010844_Estimation_of_Changes_in_Air_Pollution_During_COVID-19_outbreak_in_the_UK.pdf
https://uk-air.defra.gov.uk/assets/documents/reports/cat09/2007010844_Estimation_of_Changes_in_Air_Pollution_During_COVID-19_outbreak_in_the_UK.pdf
https://uk-air.defra.gov.uk/assets/documents/reports/cat09/2007010844_Estimation_of_Changes_in_Air_Pollution_During_COVID-19_outbreak_in_the_UK.pdf
https://www.clientearth.org/latest/latest-updates/news/uk-air-pollution-how-clean-is-the-air-you-breathe/?utm_source=facebook&utm_medium=social&utm_campaign=clean-air&fbclid=IwAR1OcAxBMnCPovziSZRd6Xe0V97i_QcjsK8qcapX6DvRR_33SVeUp6rTjMo
https://www.clientearth.org/latest/latest-updates/news/uk-air-pollution-how-clean-is-the-air-you-breathe/?utm_source=facebook&utm_medium=social&utm_campaign=clean-air&fbclid=IwAR1OcAxBMnCPovziSZRd6Xe0V97i_QcjsK8qcapX6DvRR_33SVeUp6rTjMo
https://www.clientearth.org/latest/latest-updates/news/uk-air-pollution-how-clean-is-the-air-you-breathe/?utm_source=facebook&utm_medium=social&utm_campaign=clean-air&fbclid=IwAR1OcAxBMnCPovziSZRd6Xe0V97i_QcjsK8qcapX6DvRR_33SVeUp6rTjMo
https://uk-air.defra.gov.uk/assets/documents/reports/cat09/2007010844_Estimation_of_Changes_in_Air_Pollution_During_COVID-19_outbreak_in_the_UK.pdf
https://uk-air.defra.gov.uk/assets/documents/reports/cat09/2007010844_Estimation_of_Changes_in_Air_Pollution_During_COVID-19_outbreak_in_the_UK.pdf
https://uk-air.defra.gov.uk/assets/documents/reports/cat09/2007010844_Estimation_of_Changes_in_Air_Pollution_During_COVID-19_outbreak_in_the_UK.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/transport-use-during-the-coronavirus-covid-19-pandemic
https://energyandcleanair.org/pollution-returns-to-european-capitals/
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is clear that the pandemic will not solve the problem in the long term, with pollution already lurching 

back to pre-lockdown levels. 

Measures to reduce air pollution from traffic in particular, are desperately needed and long overdue. 

We need to fully embrace active travel, clean transport and Clean Air Zones, and dramatically reduce 

vehicle and other emissions beyond CO2, i.e. both fine particulate matter and particle pollution, 

including ground-level ozone, carbon monoxide, sulfur dioxide, nitrogen dioxide, and lead.  

In particular with regard to Clean Air Zones, the UK Government’s own research81 shows that they 

are the most effective way to quickly reduce illegal and harmful levels of air pollution in urban areas, 

i.e., they protect people, and quickly. Following successful court action by NGOs against the UK 

Government82, ministers have ordered 63 local authorities to come up with proposals to tackle the 

illegal levels of pollution in their areas 83. Rather than wait to be targeted next, it might be preferable 

to pre-empt court action by taking measures now on our own terms. 

Beyond traffic, air pollution from other sources also needs addressing, as other substances, notably 

NO2,are emitted not only by vehicles, but also by industry, power generation and domestic heating. 

Policy Option: 

The proposal raises some of the issues mentioned under other policy options above: commitments to 

cleaner air in general are welcome, but we struggle with the rather aspirational commitments, 

apparently limited to new development, not to increase air pollution. Air pollution is a major 

sustainability issue with considerable financial and health costs for Oxfordshire, and we hope that 

the weight of these issues will be reflected by clear, ambitious and unambiguous commitments free of 

loopholes.  

Oxford has actually improved air quality over the last few decades, but according to the full air 

pollution report from 201984, there are still numerous sites in the city that exceed the (rather 

unambitious) annual mean NO2 limits set by the government. The same is probably true for other 

hubs in Oxfordshire, and the abovementioned report highlights that Oxford still has poor air quality85, 

especially in areas with high traffic.  

This is not mentioned in the Consultation Document, and many of the Spatial Strategy Options will 

focus on the development of Oxford itself and the outlying areas. They need clear mitigation strategies 

 
81 UK Plan for tackling roadside nitrogen dioxide concentrations, Technical Report, Department for 
Environment, Food & Rural Affairs / Department for Transport, July 2017, 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/632916/a
ir-quality-plan-technical-report.pdf . 
82 https://www.clientearth.org/latest/latest-updates/news/uk-government-loses-third-air-pollution-case-as-
judge-rules-air-pollution-plans-unlawful/ . 
83 https://www.clientearth.org/latest/latest-updates/news/cleaner-air-coming-to-a-uk-city-near-
you/?utm_source=facebook&utm_medium=social&utm_campaign=clean-
air&fbclid=IwAR2jLe145j83i9XZB5wpz2FT4eE-kJ2ExnaKOhvlsdDdAlthCixjVQ5-BpQ . 
84 Oxford City Air Quality Annual Status of 2019, 
https://www.oxford.gov.uk/download/downloads/id/7334/air_quality_annual_status_report_2019.pdf . 
85 https://www.oxford.gov.uk/download/downloads/id/7334/air_quality_annual_status_report_2019.pdf . 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/632916/air-quality-plan-technical-report.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/632916/air-quality-plan-technical-report.pdf
https://www.clientearth.org/latest/latest-updates/news/uk-government-loses-third-air-pollution-case-as-judge-rules-air-pollution-plans-unlawful/
https://www.clientearth.org/latest/latest-updates/news/uk-government-loses-third-air-pollution-case-as-judge-rules-air-pollution-plans-unlawful/
https://www.clientearth.org/latest/latest-updates/news/cleaner-air-coming-to-a-uk-city-near-you/?utm_source=facebook&utm_medium=social&utm_campaign=clean-air&fbclid=IwAR2jLe145j83i9XZB5wpz2FT4eE-kJ2ExnaKOhvlsdDdAlthCixjVQ5-BpQ
https://www.clientearth.org/latest/latest-updates/news/cleaner-air-coming-to-a-uk-city-near-you/?utm_source=facebook&utm_medium=social&utm_campaign=clean-air&fbclid=IwAR2jLe145j83i9XZB5wpz2FT4eE-kJ2ExnaKOhvlsdDdAlthCixjVQ5-BpQ
https://www.clientearth.org/latest/latest-updates/news/cleaner-air-coming-to-a-uk-city-near-you/?utm_source=facebook&utm_medium=social&utm_campaign=clean-air&fbclid=IwAR2jLe145j83i9XZB5wpz2FT4eE-kJ2ExnaKOhvlsdDdAlthCixjVQ5-BpQ
https://www.oxford.gov.uk/download/downloads/id/7334/air_quality_annual_status_report_2019.pdf
https://www.oxford.gov.uk/download/downloads/id/7334/air_quality_annual_status_report_2019.pdf
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– not only for the direct development in those areas, but for the impact of increased numbers of 

commuters on air quality, for example. If a development does not increase air pollution at the specific 

site, but increases traffic in other areas (e.g., because of increased commuting), who is responsible for 

mitigation? 

We would support the preferred policy option, 12, upon condition that its ambition levels are 

increased. Currently, the policy option does not seem to propose any mitigation measures for the 

existing air pollution. And the electrification of Oxfordshire’s vehicle fleet is not a substitute for active 

travel, especially given the growing evidence around pollution caused by tyres. 

Oxford City centre has seen improvements of air quality since the introduction of the Low Emission 

Zone – will similar zones be implemented in other parts of Oxfordshire, apart from the ongoing trials? 

There have been proposals for an Oxford Zero Emission Zone – how will this affect, and be affected, 

by developments? Sustainability and better air quality begin with infrastructural site selection86, and 

notably new development in car-dependent locations should be avoided. Re-forestation would 

potentially reduce air pollution, as well as improve other environmental markers. 

More generally, new developments be designing out air pollution altogether, so that they do not need 

design to reduce it, for example by avoiding street canyons; the latter could be a design we might need 

in the future, so as to prevent overheating (cf. Arab cities and the Masdar development87). This is where 

an overall vision of Oxfordshire with very few cars is so important. 

The policy options seem currently limited to proposing measures for future development. However, 

crucially, residents suffering from poor air quality are often not the ones in newly developed sites, and 

are often not able to mitigate the poor air quality through their own behaviour. Therefore, steps need 

to be taken to protect citizens along major arteries in and out of town and city centres. 

As the Consultation Document states, air pollution ranks third among the top seven sustainability 

challenges in Oxfordshire. To avoid cost and damage to life and health going forward, it is simply not 

enough to propose a not very ambitious or pro-active preferred policy option, which limits itself to 

stating that new development should be mindful of possible air pollution. Air pollution amounting to 

an annual cost of £207,000,000 to Oxfordshire88, and having a (literally) fatal health impact, notably 

on children, should make for a strong case to combat existing air pollution with immediate and 

ambitious mitigation measures, and for sustainably investing in green infrastructure.  

As such, we do welcome the commitment to undertake ex-ante air quality assessments for major 

future developments, and the question of who will undertake them needs addressing. It will be key to 

ensure high-quality work on this issue, and to produce solid and sound suggestions for mitigation. 

With regard to the policy option’s comments on offset, we would like to query what criteria are applied 

to decide whether “it is possible to reduce negative impacts”, and what an “acceptable level” 

represents, in particular in a scenario where some substances have no safe emission levels to begin 

 
86 https://www.theguardian.com/cities/2019/sep/10/barcelonas-car-free-superblocks-could-save-hundreds-of-
lives . 
87 https://masdar.ae/en/masdar-city/the-city . 
88 Oxfordshire Plan 2050 Regulation 18 (Part 2) consultation document, p. 69, graph after paragraph 248. 

https://www.theguardian.com/cities/2019/sep/10/barcelonas-car-free-superblocks-could-save-hundreds-of-lives
https://www.theguardian.com/cities/2019/sep/10/barcelonas-car-free-superblocks-could-save-hundreds-of-lives
https://masdar.ae/en/masdar-city/the-city
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with (see comments above). Moreover, specifically with regard to offsetting where air pollution cannot 

be avoided, we note that no specific offset measures or policies are mentioned here. However, a 

possible future Air Quality Action Plan is referenced, which we would strongly support, and which 

should set proactive and ambitious policies and targets, as well as legally enforceable deliverables.  

 89 

We would also like to point out the connection between air pollution and active travel: vulnerable 

groups are advised not to exercise in air-polluted areas, as under conditions of exercise, toxic 

pollutants penetrate the body’s organs more intensely than with a normal resting pulse. Exercise 

induces and amplifies: (1) the respiratory uptake of toxins, (2) the pulmonary deposition of toxins, 

and (3) the toxicity of inhaled air pollutants90. Even for healthy individuals, it appears that exercise 

under high levels of exposure to air pollution can adversely affect cardiovascular health, especially for 

younger adults 91.  

High levels of air pollution will therefore be a disincentive for active travel, until it is addressed with 

the necessary measures. 

Finally, policy option 12 mentions “main sources” of air pollution – this would depend on the exact 

substance monitored. For NO2, this would include vehicles, industry, power generation and domestic 

heating, each of which would need a different strategy to effect mitigation measures. While transport 

is the main producer of air pollution in Oxford, accounting for 68% of emissions92, the Consultation 

Document should also address the underlying causes of why using cars to commute into Oxford is such 

a frequent practice – rental and housing prices, lack of and price of public transport, etc.  

 
89 Source: https://www.oxfordmail.co.uk/news/17463109.22-places-oxfordshire-breaching-air-pollution-
limits/. 
90 https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3143527/ . 
91 Association of the combined effects of air pollution and changes in physical activity with cardiovascular 
disease in young adults, Seong Rae Kim et al. European Heart Journal,10.1093/eurheartj/ehab139 . 
92 See 
https://www.oxford.gov.uk/news/article/1482/air_pollution_in_oxford_increased_for_the_first_time_in_years
_during_2019_due_to_extreme_weather . 

https://www.oxfordmail.co.uk/news/17463109.22-places-oxfordshire-breaching-air-pollution-limits/
https://www.oxfordmail.co.uk/news/17463109.22-places-oxfordshire-breaching-air-pollution-limits/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3143527/
https://academic.oup.com/eurheartj/article-lookup/doi/10.1093/eurheartj/ehab139
https://www.oxford.gov.uk/news/article/1482/air_pollution_in_oxford_increased_for_the_first_time_in_years_during_2019_due_to_extreme_weather
https://www.oxford.gov.uk/news/article/1482/air_pollution_in_oxford_increased_for_the_first_time_in_years_during_2019_due_to_extreme_weather
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The Consultation Paper mentions a commitment to ‘reducing emissions from buildings and other non-

transport sources’93 – how will this be approached in existing domestic and industrial infrastructure? 

Will environmental standards for landlords be enforced, or any incentives given? What about 

incentives or regulations to move industrial sites to lower emissions, or to change their fleet to 

electric vehicles? What about air pollution and drift-off arising from agriculture? 

In sum, air pollution is a major public health concern, with a failure to act transforming it into a major 

cost factor for the county (see above). It disproportionally affects children, particularly in vulnerable 

urban communities, i.e., those who live along major traffic corridors and highways, close to industrial 

sites, who have no escape to rural areas with improved air quality. 

Given the very direct, life-shortening impact on Oxfordshire’s inhabitants and particularly young 

children, we would again urge authorities to remove loopholes in proposed measures, such as 

terminology along the lines of “where possible”, and instead adopt the ambitious policies which the 

tragic loss of human lives incurred by air pollution demands, exponentially increased by interactions 

with the pandemic, giving due regard to the fact that air pollution represents the third highest 

budget item in terms of annual cost to the economy. 

 Air pollution levels in Oxford, 

sites going beyond the Nitrogen Dioxide limit of 40µg/m3 94 

 

 
93 Oxfordshire Plan 2050 Regulation 18 (Part 2) consultation document, p. 80. 
94 Source: https://www.oxfordmail.co.uk/news/17463109.22-places-oxfordshire-breaching-air-pollution-
limits/, quoting Friends of the Earth. 

https://www.oxfordmail.co.uk/news/17463109.22-places-oxfordshire-breaching-air-pollution-limits/
https://www.oxfordmail.co.uk/news/17463109.22-places-oxfordshire-breaching-air-pollution-limits/

