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What I’ve been doing - Meetings and Council Activity 

· Much of my local District work over the past month has involved some of the more controversial planning applications in the ward, including the two traveller site applications that had been subject to past enforcement notices and appeals.  This has included several online meetings with parish councillors and SODC officers. Questions have been raised by residents and parish councils regarding how enforcement operates in the planning system, the place for retrospective applications, and the consultee process. SODC officers have taken this on board and are now planning to arrange a session for parish councils in the New Year to discuss and answer questions on the planning and enforcement process. In the meantime, I am of course always willing to try and help residents and parish councils get their questions and queries addressed by officers.

· It has also been a very busy month for the Joint Local Plan, Local Government Reorganisation and budget planning. Some further details on LGR and the JLP are below, and I would particularly like to draw attention to the latest JLP update. I’ll use the words “cautiously optimistic” to describe the current mood at SODC!

· The Councillor Community Grant Scheme closes at midday on 5th December. From being undersubscribed since the scheme opened, I am now anticipating the Haseley Brook ward to be heavily oversubscribed when we reach the deadline. This will unfortunately mean that applicants are likely to receive less than the amount requested, or some applicants may not be successful. I will of course make sure I give the time that these applications deserve to  consider them in detail once the scheme closes.

· Following correspondence from a Great Milton parish councillor regarding lack of high speed fibre broadband connection in parts of the village, a Teams meeting was held with an OCC officer regarding rural broadband infrastructure in general and Great Milton in particular. Now that County Councillor Judith Edwards and I are aware of some of the local issues, we intend to work together to help address the situation where possible.

· I chaired the Health & Wellbeing Board at County Hall (representing SODC). This is a sub-group of the statutory Health & Wellbeing Board which I also sit on, for District and City councils to consider and review the health priorities of Oxfordshire. This agenda focused on active travel and healthy place shaping grants, tobacco control and cost of living.

· I presented at the recent Heritage & Culture Symposium held at Cornerstone Arts Centre in Didcot. I’m really excited about our new sector-led strategy and there’s a real sense of energy and enthusiasm about it from our partners, which include arts organisations local to this ward.


Joint Local Plan
We have an important update on our Joint Local Plan (JLP)… The Joint Local Plan is at the examination stage, and some recent correspondence from our Joint Local Plan Inspectors provides welcome news.

Planning Minister Matthew Pennycook has issued a ministerial statement confirming that the Government is intending to remove the duty to co-operate as a requirement in the planning system through new planning regulations to be laid early in the new year. In a letter to the Planning Inspectorate, the Minister then asked Inspectors of plans currently at examination (like our JLP) to begin any necessary dialogue with councils in advance of the Regulations coming into effect.

The JLP Inspectors have therefore written to us at South and Vale seeking our views on the implications and in particular how we wish to proceed. You can read the letter here. We will be writing back soon and will send you a copy of the letter once it's published on the JLP examination webpage.

For more detailed information and a timeline of recent JLP events:
 
	Date 
	Event 

	9 Dec 2024 
	The Joint Local Plan 2041 was submitted to the Secretary of State for independent Examination 

	3-5 June 2025 
	Joint Local Plan examination hearing sessions held at Milton Park

	26 Sept 2025 
  
	Joint Local Plan Inspectors sent a letter to the Councils, examination library reference: ID10 concluding that they have found that there has been a failure to adequately discharge the Duty to Cooperate. They set out that there are two options open to the councils: to withdraw the JLP from the examination or to ask that they write a report setting out their conclusions. 

	1 Oct 2025 
	The Councils issued a joint Press Release regarding the Inspectors' 26 Sept letter, South and Vale 

	6 Oct 2025 
  
	The Councils responded to the Inspectors' letter ID10, examination library reference: LPA39 

	8 Oct 2025 
	The Councils issued a joint Press Release regarding the 6 October response to the Inspectors, South and Vale 
 

	9 Oct 2025 
	The Minister for Planning and Housing, Matthew Pennycook, wrote to the PINS' Chief Executive, Paul Merton - urging the Planning Inspectorate (PINS) to adopt an “appropriate degree of flexibility” during examinations. 
 
He wrote “the final set of local plans being delivered within the current system remain essential to facilitating the effective delivery of housing, jobs and infrastructure. It is therefore critical that Inspectors approach examinations of current system plans with the appropriate degree of flexibility. The evidencing of expectations to establish whether the legal and soundness tests have been met – including with respect to the Duty to Cooperate – should be proportionate to the context in which plans in the existing system are being prepared.” 

	20 Oct 2025 
	The Councils wrote to the Inspectors again, asking them to reconsider their initial conclusions (examination library reference: LPA40) 

	31 Oct 2025 
	The Inspectors acknowledged receipt of the Councils’ 20 October letter. They confirmed they will consider the Ministerial letter and the views expressed by the Councils in the letter. They also confirmed that they will provide a more substantive response in due course. (examination library reference: ID11) 

	27 Nov 2025
	The Minister for Planning and Housing, Matthew Pennycook, released a Written Ministerial Statement (WMS), stating: "...to help drive local plans to adoption as quickly as possible and progress towards our objective of universal local plan coverage, we have decided not to ‘save’ the Duty, thereby removing this requirement for plans in the current system."

	27 Nov 2025
	The Minister for Planning and Housing, Matthew Pennycook, wrote to the Chief Executive of the Planning Inspectorate, Paul Merton - regarding the update to the Duty to Cooperate. 
 
He wrote “The Duty will therefore cease to apply when the Regulations come into force early next year, including for plans at examination at that point. On the basis of the government’s firm intention to abolish the Duty for the current system, examining Inspectors may wish to begin any necessary dialogue with LPAs in advance of the Regulations coming into effect, with reference to this letter. Of course, LPAs should continue to collaborate across their boundaries, including on unmet development needs from neighbouring areas and Inspectors should continue to examine plans in line with the policies in the NPPF on ‘maintaining effective co-operation’.” 

	28 Nov 2025
	Joint Local Plan Inspectors sent a letter to the Councils (examination library reference: ID12) seeking our views on the implications of the WMS and the Minister’s letter for the Examination and in particular how we wish to proceed.





Over £700,000 of funding approved for new community and youth centre in Thame 
£779,246 of funding has been approved as a contribution towards the building of a new Community and Youth Centre at Southern Road Recreation Ground in Thame.  Thame Town Council will receive funding from SODC to create a modern, welcoming facility for residents to enjoy, helping improve emotional and mental wellbeing.  

With the funding agreed, Thame Town Council can now move forwards with plans to demolish the disused changing block and build a new community and youth centre.  The new facility will provide young people with a safe space for their own use with support from youth workers, and where people of all ages can organise and join activities, and meet others.  

The building will include flexible and rentable spaces including a new 200-capacity community hall for events, lectures, conferences, health and wellbeing, fitness and arts activities, a music room, kitchen, and a dedicated youth club, and small group and one to one consultation space.   It will also offer EV charging, bike racks, and improved access to green space. There will be a refreshed play area, accessible toilets with baby-changing facilities, seating, and an income-generating kiosk. 
 
The project will provide a permanent home for the Thame Youth Project Group and will help reduce anti-social behaviour in the area, improve wellbeing, and offer new opportunities and skills for local people in the community.  
The new funding for the project comes from Section 106 – this is the funding the council collects from housing developers to support the growth of the district when new developments are built. 


Partnership action tackles anti-social behaviour and protects the vulnerable 
The South and Vale Community Safety Partnership (CSP) has released its 2024–25 performance update, showing how joint action between councils, Thames Valley Police, housing associations, health services and local organisations is reducing anti-social behaviour (ASB) and keeping residents safe.
Last year the CSP’s Community Safety Team investigated 126 ASB reports across both districts. By working closely with local partners, many issues were resolved before they escalated.
When residents reported dangerous motorbike riding in a children’s play area, the CSP coordinated police patrols, signage and secured access points while youth workers engaged directly with riders, bringing incidents to a halt. A long-running neighbour dispute was also defused through mediation and police support, restoring calm to the street.
Funding enabled youth organisations such as Didcot TRAIN and The Abingdon Bridge to deliver targeted outreach, safe spaces and workshops. In one case, a TRAIN youth worker invited young people involved in ASB to a youth club session, defusing the situation. The CSP also ran 18 “Summer of Skate” sessions with ATB Skate Shop, drawing up to 30 young people per event. Parents reported a boost to confidence, wellbeing and behaviour.
The partnership also protected vulnerable residents from exploitation. Through the Oxfordshire Modern Slavery & Exploitation Coordinator, 36 local cases were referred, identifying 162 potential victims.  Victims in 14 cases were removed from exploitative situations and enforcement action taken. Older individuals exploited for over a decade were rescued and rehoused, and a young person exploited since childhood is now rebuilding their independence with specialist support.
Environmental Visual Audits in Didcot Broadway and Abingdon led to better fencing, signage, waste clearance and increased patrols to tackle anti-social behaviour, and the CSP’s Safe Places scheme now includes 108 venues across both districts, offering havens for vulnerable people who feel threatened or distressed.
As Cabinet Member for Communities and chair of the Community Safety Partnership, I’m pleased that this report shows the real power of partnership working. Together we are tackling anti-social behaviour, protecting vulnerable residents and making South and Vale safer places to live. The results show young people young people diverted from risky behaviour, victims of exploitation supported into safety and independence, and disputes resolved. 

Council launches ‘Winter Campaign’ to help residents stay warm, well and connected 
As the colder months roll in, South Oxfordshire District Council is launching its ‘Winter in South Oxfordshire’ campaign - a seasonal initiative packed with practical advice, local events, and support to help residents stay warm, well and connected this winter. 
The campaign brings together a wide range of services and resources from the council and partner organisations, including community activities, health advice, and support services to help residents through the winter months. 
Whether it’s joining a local event, popping into a warm space, or getting advice on saving energy at home, we want to make sure our communities can enjoy the season and stay safe, supported and connected.
Highlights of the campaign include signposting to information on: 
· Winter activities and events: From group walks to performances and workshops, there’s something for everyone. Visit the Active Communities page or check out what’s on at Cornerstone Arts Centre. 
· Energy-saving support: Guidance is available on how to make simple home improvements, such as insulation, draught-proofing, and efficient heating, to help residents stay warm and reduce energy costs. 
· Community Hub support: If people are struggling financially or need advice, the council’s Community Hub is here to help — from food and housing support to mental health guidance. 

· Emergency preparedness: Get ready for winter weather with tips on flooding, power cuts, and emergency kits. 
· Preventing damp and mould: Tips on how to stop condensation building up in our homes and prevent mould growing.    
· Support for rough sleepers: The council activates emergency accommodation during severe weather and works year-round to support people at risk of homelessness. 
· Warm spaces: Local libraries, leisure centres and other venues are offering warm, welcoming places to relax, recharge and connect. 
· Health advice: The NHS winter health guide offers tips for staying well. 

Residents can find all the information and resources on the council’s Winter in South Oxfordshire page. 

Five out of seven councils back the two-unitary proposal for council reorganisation

A consensus emerged for the shape of Local Government Reorganisation in the area after five councils in Oxfordshire and West Berkshire formally supported a proposal for two new, innovative, and locally accountable unitary authorities, aimed at addressing current inefficiencies, enhancing services, and saving millions in response to the government's call for reform of council structures.

After reviewing all three proposals for Oxfordshire and West Berkshire, the majority of councils in the area have agreed that the two-unitary option offers the best outcomes for local residents when a decision is made by government next year.
As the councils discussed the options, the key areas were:
· Delivering better services: The proposal responds to what residents have said needs improving, from highways and social care to planning.
· The best financial outcomes: Delivers the greatest potential savings (£59.8m annually) and lowest financial risk of all three proposals, helping to protect key services and ensure long-term stability across Oxfordshire and West Berkshire.
· Boosting both rural and urban economies: Drives sustainable growth across Oxford, market towns and rural areas, creating more jobs, better transport and the right homes in the right places.
· Creates councils responsive to their communities: Keeps councils close to all local communities and tailored to their specific needs, ensuring strong local accountability and representation.
Forming two unitary councils has the potential to save the most money of all the proposals for the area (based on shared PwC modelling) and, at the same time, creates authorities that are big enough to be efficient, stable, and reliable, but small enough to care for and be responsive to communities.
The Councils also raised concerns about the other proposals.
For the single-unitary proposal, they expressed concerns that it was too large, would be far too distant from communities and did not show the ambition local communities and businesses deserved.
For the three-unitary proposal, they expressed concerns that it would not create financially sustainable councils, did not meet the government criteria, and would negatively impact Oxford and the green belt.
The proposal was submitted to the government by the 28 November deadline, and it is anticipated that the government will consult on all proposals for the area in spring 2026 before deciding later in the summer. The government’s preferred model is scheduled to become fully operational in 2028.
Residents can read the full proposal or a shortened version on the website www.twocouncils.org. The proposal covers all the key points, including how services will be run, financial modelling, implementation plans, and the vision for the future.

 Visit Southern Oxfordshire launches campaign to boost festive trade
Visit Southern Oxfordshire, the official tourism and events hub for South Oxfordshire and Vale of White Horse, has launched a new initiative to support small, independent businesses this Christmas.
Local businesses and event organisers are invited to promote their festive events and activities for free through the Visit Southern Oxfordshire Christmas page, ensuring they reach hundreds of thousands of residents and visitors across the districts’ market towns and surrounding areas. These festive happenings can include anything from Christmas markets and wreath-making workshops to late-night shopping evenings, carol singing and crafts.
Listings should include a full description, image and a direct link to the business’ own booking or information page. The Southern Oxfordshire team will actively promote these events across its social media channels and in local and regional media outreach, including magazine, website and outdoor poster advertisements, providing invaluable marketing support during the critical festive trading period.
Residents are also encouraged to make southernoxfordshire.com/christmas their first stop for planning their festive activities. The page offers a comprehensive, up-to-date calendar of everything happening locally and is frequently updated.
[bookmark: _Int_yS4qyBKb]We’re encouraging residents to spend the festive season right here in Southern Oxfordshire and discover the unique shops, events and experiences that make our towns and villages special, and help keep our high streets full of life.

Councils continue to support disabled and vulnerable residents through the Disabled Facilities Grant 

South Oxfordshire and Vale of White Horse District Councils continue to offer the Disabled Facilities Grant to help disabled and vulnerable residents make their homes safer, more comfortable, and better suited to their needs. 
The Disabled Facilities Grant is a means-tested grant providing financial help for home adaptations such as installing ramps and stairlifts for easier access, fitting level-access showers, or improving heating and insulation. 
The grant is up to a maximum of £50,000 to help those who need it most. 
The grant aims to:  
· support more disabled residents to live independently in their homes 
· reduce hospital admissions and enable prompt hospital discharges 
· reduce the need for residential care by allowing people with disabilities to live independently in their own homes 
· support tailored home adaptations for those who need them including people with dementia 

To apply for a Disabled Facilities Grant, the first step is to contact an Occupational Therapist to see if you’re eligible. For more information on applying for grants and loans please see our dedicated website page (South / Vale). 
Mrs H and her husband were initially referred for a Disabled Facilities Grant for bathroom adaptations, but when the councils’ Home Improvement Agency (HIA) visited they found Mrs H and her husband living without heating, hot water, or safe windows and doors. Our HIA stepped in to provide repairs and support in addition to the bathroom adaptations to ensure they were living in a safe, warm and functioning home. 
Mrs H who is currently caring for her husband following a dementia diagnosis said: “Can I just say a big thank you to you for sorting this out for us. The difference it will make to us this winter not to have the wind blowing through the gaps in our windows and doors. Having hot water and the shower has made such a difference to my husband - he has some independence back. And when the doors can lock, I know it will take a worry off me. Thank you for all your help - since you came everything has started to happen, you are like my little guardian angel.” 
Mrs. T faced increasing safety risks at home due to a long-term degenerative condition, making parts of her property difficult to access. With help from our HIA, home modifications were carried out to improve her safety, mobility, and ease of access. 
Mrs T said: “The service provided was excellent, efficient and courteous. I am now feeling more mobile and confident with accessing my property due to the ramp and new level access door which was installed. The contractor even gave a bespoke finish to the timber handrails allowing it to be more aesthetically pleasing.”
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