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Council Budget 2026-27
The next Full Council meeting on 12th Feb will (hopefully) agree a balanced budget for the 2026-27 year and a notional Medium Term Financial Plan taking SODC to the end of its existence.  The new Unitary Authority will be “vested” in April 2028 following elections in May 2027, so the final year of SODC’s life will really just be a transitional year during which only “business as usual” services will be delivered.   We anticipate increasing the SODC portion of the Council Tax by the usual £5 per Band D property, putting it at £156.24 for the next financial year.

The proposed budget includes an allocation of £3m from reserves to cover the cost of Local Government Reorganisation, £590k for the Community Capital and Revenue Grant Schemes (including £270k for the Councillor Grant Scheme) and £50k for a pilot Climate Action Fund scheme similar to the one currently operated by Vale of White Horse Council.

LGR Consultation now open!
The government has launched a consultation on options to reorganise local councils across Oxfordshire and West Berkshire.  The upcoming consultation asks residents for their views on each of the three proposals put forward for Oxfordshire.  This consultation will inform the government’s decision later in the year on which proposal to implement. The change in council structures provides an opportunity to transform how councils work to deliver services, drive economic growth and support local communities.

In late 2025, a clear consensus emerged when five councils in Oxfordshire and West Berkshire formally supported a proposal for two new, innovative, responsive and locally accountable unitary authorities to address current inefficiencies, enhance services, and save millions.

These councils agreed that the two-unitary model offers the best outcomes for local residents and have urged the government to adopt it when making its decision later in the year.   We believe that the clear benefits of the two-unitary proposal put it ahead of the other options:

· Delivering better services: The proposal responds to what residents, businesses and public sector partners say needs improving, from highways and social care to planning.
· The best financial outcomes: Delivers significant potential savings (£59.8m annually) and carries the lowest financial risk of all three proposals, helping to protect key services, avoid cuts and ensure long-term stability across Oxfordshire and West Berkshire.
· Boosting both rural and urban economies: Drives fast-paced, sustainable growth across Oxford, market towns and rural areas, creating more jobs, better transport and the right homes in the right places.
· Creates councils more 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 money by re-imagining and redesigning services across a sensible geography, making use of scale and local delivery where it works best. The two-unitary approach would create authorities that are big enough to be efficient, stable, and reliable, but small enough to care for and be responsive to communities.

During decision-making last year, the councils raised concerns about the other proposals.

· For the single-unitary proposal, they expressed concerns that it was too large and too remote from communities and that it did not show the ambition local communities and businesses deserved. Additional concerns have since been raised about whether services with a county-wide footprint, such as highways maintenance, are sustainable and can be funded at that scale, given cuts proposed in recent budgets.

· For the three-unitary proposal, they expressed concerns that it would not create financially sustainable councils, would fail to meet the government criteria, and would negatively impact Oxford and damage the green belt.

The government intends to decide on which structure is implemented in Oxfordshire before the government’s summer recess in July. The preferred model is expected to be fully operational in 2028, replacing the current councils.

Residents can take part in the consultation by visiting https://consult.communities.gov.uk/local-government-reorganisation/oxfordshire

The consultation is open from 5 February to 26 March 2026. Respondents can either take part in an online survey or write directly to government with their views.

Residents can read the full two-unitary 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.

The other two proposals can be found at:

Single unitary proposal – www.oxfordshire.gov.uk/oneoxfordshire
Three unitary proposal – www.oxford.gov.uk/three-councilsWe understand that the 

Joint Local Plan
We hope that inspection of our proposed new plan will resume shortly after the inspectors (there are 2 of them) have held a public Procedural Meeting with Council Officers to discuss the best way forward for the examination process.  This meeting is due to take place on 11th February.

Planning News
The Neighbourhood Planning training session on 28th Jan was a “sell-out” with a packed room of attendees from across South Oxfordshire and Vale of White Horse.  An extra, virtual, meeting, was arranged for 2nd February and note that this online session was recorded for anyone unable to attend.

One of the key highlights of the meeting was the introduction to a new set of Templates and Guidance documents developed by the Neighbourhood Planning Team and designed to help fill the gap in funding available following the Government’s decision to withdraw funding via Locality for NP development.  The material can be found here:
www.southoxon.gov.uk/neighbourhoodplans

For information, the Council’s Head of Service for Planning, Adrian Duffield, has announced his retirement after nearly 25 years at the Council.  His last day will be 3rd March and the Council is now looking for a replacement, so if you know of anyone…..

Leisure facilities to receive upgrades
Leisure facilities in South Oxfordshire will receive a £2M boost over the coming year, with a number of improvements planned for council owned leisure centres.   SODC is funding these projects with developer contributions (S106 and CIL), their Capital budget and contributions from Oxfordshire County Council with £1,958,000 allocated to Abbey Sports Centre, Didcot Wave and Thame Leisure Centre. 

Abbey Sports Centre in Berinsfield is to get a new sports hall floor, making it a much nicer location for users to play a range of sports and keep fit. 

Didcot Wave and Thame Leisure Centre will be getting improved dry changing facilities. These include full refurbishments of the male and females changing areas and accessible toilets. Energy saving devices such as LED lighting and water saving devices will be installed. This work will help to enhance the user experience for all customers and open up areas of the centre so that they are more easily available for everyone to use and enjoy. 

The council is also reviewing the feasibility options for Didcot Wave to have a new learner pool, further updates on this project will be announced in due course.

CIL Grant Fund Now Open!
The Council has opened applications for the second round of its Community Infrastructure Levy Grant Fund (CIL). A total of £750,000 is available to help create or improve important community facilities across the district.   Town and parish councils, as well as not-for-profit community groups, can now apply for grants between £75,000 and £250,000.   The fund supports projects that are needed as a direct result of new development in the area and increased pressure on community facilities such as community centres, sports and cultural facilities, open spaces, play areas, and other key local amenities. The new round of the grant funding will close for applications at 5pm on 30 March. 

South Oxfordshire and Vale of White Horse District Councils’ Food and Warmth Grant Scheme is helping support people to cope with the rising cost of living this winter. 

Food and Warmth Grant Scheme
Grants totalling over £150,000 have been awarded to 50 local not-for-profit organisations who are delivering projects that improve access to food and help people keep their homes warm.  

The funding is supporting a wide range of initiatives, including:  

· Supplying food and essential household items such as toiletries (including period products) and cleaning products  
· Providing warm equipment like blankets, hot water bottles and energy-efficient cooking equipment  
· Covering costs linked to running Warm Welcome Spaces  
· Purchasing equipment to support food and warmth projects such as cooking clubs  
· Short-term staffing, venue or fuel costs to deliver projects  

£320k Capital Grants fund shared by 10 Projects
South Oxfordshire District Council has awarded £320k through its Capital Grant scheme to local organisations as a financial boost towards the capital costs of projects that improve quality of life for local people. 

For example, the council awarded £75,000 for refurbishment to the community facilities at The Berin Centre in Berinsfield to improve accessibility and sustainability. The works will improve the building’s energy efficiency, lowering utility costs and reducing its carbon footprint by upgrading the heating system, adding insulation, resealing windows and installing new doors.    The access ramps will be replaced to be wider and dramatically extend their lifespan. The grant will also fund works to make the space more inviting and usable by installing a new kitchen for local families to use and redecorating throughout the centre. 

The 2025/26 round of the Capital Grant Scheme funded 10 projects in total, including installing new bicycle shelters with e-bike charging at the Earth Trust Centre, installing solar panels on the roof of Holton Village Hall, new changing rooms at Abingdon Rugby Club, converting The Forge in Binfield Heath into a community facility and refurbishing Warborough and Shillingford village’s Great Memorial Hall.  



Councillor Grant Fund heavily oversubscribed!
Our £15k pot has now been fully allocated; we had applications totalling £33k in total, so it was a very difficult task to decide how to award our fund.   We endeavoured to spread our grants across the ward, prioritising those working most directly within our parishes and for whom a small grant would make the greatest difference to their ability to continue with their hugely valued projects.

Car parking charges in the next financial year
There will some minor alterations to car parking charges later this year but the 1 hour free will remain. The hourly rates will increase by about 5% but parking permits for a particular designated car park will decrease slightly as they will be subject to a discount of 50% rather than the current 40% of daily usage. There will also be a consultation on changing car parks to pay on arrival, and ticketless/paperless (rather than Pay and Display). No charge will be made for using the SODC car park in Benson.

Councils formally quit “X”
Having progressively reduced usage of the X platform over recent years due to its increasing ineffectiveness at reaching the Councils’ target audiences, both Councils have now permanently removed their profiles from this platform.  This move was finally triggered by the use of the platform’s AI tool, Grok, for unacceptable activities.   The Councils continue to communicate via a range of social media platforms as well as more traditional methods.

SODC response to the Public Consultation on new Thames Water Reservoir
SODC submitted a comprehensive response to the above consultation.  For anyone interested, the 78-page response can be found here:
https://www.southandvale.gov.uk/app/uploads/sites/2/2026/01/SODC-SESRO-Statutory-Consultation-Response_Redacted.pdf

Public Inquiry into refusal to grant planning permission for 40 new homes in Benson – starts 17th Feb
Beechcroft Developments is appealing the refusal of their application to build 40 age-restricted homes on Braze Lane, right on the parish boundary between Benson and Rokemarsh. BPC strongly opposes this application and is looking for support from local residents and neighbouring parishes. The Public Inquiry for the appeal is at the Parish Hall on 17th–20th February. You can support BPC by turning up on Tuesday17th Feb at 10:00am 

Garden Permit Renewals for 2026/27 starting soon
Again, please look out for an information campaign which will start very soon – permits should be renewed by 1st April to ensure continuous service.

