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Three Unitary Authorities for Oxfordshire and West Berkshire
As you all know by now, the Government has chosen the proposal submitted by Oxford City Council for 3 new Unitary Authorities in our area, despite it appearing not to conform with the criteria as well as the other two proposals on the table.  The boundary between Ridgeway Council and Greater Oxford will lie between Benson and Warborough, thus cutting the current District and County ward/division in two.  The Secretary of State’s letter to the Leader of SODC clearly explains that this choice was driven by the government’s focus on economic growth and housebuilding and the alignment with the proposed (centrally directed) Greater Oxford Development Corporation.
Clearly this decision has blindsided many across the county and has a particular impact on the 25 parishes, many of them very rural, which will be incorporated into Greater Oxford.  We are investigating what, if anything, can be done to adjust the boundaries but initial indications are not very optimistic.  SODC officers are busily digesting the news and focusing now on implementation and transition in a relatively short time frame.  
Local Plan Examination in Public
Public hearings took place in early July for JLP1 and all the relevant documents can be found on the SODC website at https://www.southandvale.gov.uk/joint-local-plan-2041-examination/.   A key point made in the opening statement is that all Oxfordshire councils have now agreed on the scale of unmet housing need in Oxford and have signed a Memorandum of Understanding committing to address this challenge by 2045.  It is anticipated that JLP1 will be adopted by SODC in Spring 2027.
Meanwhile officers have started work on JLP2 (to 2045), with a formal notice and timetable recently published. This enables us to respond proactively to future policy changes through the new plan-making framework. JLP2 will be prepared in accordance with the policy and housing requirements in force at that time, ensuring that any future changes in national direction can be addressed through the next plan rather than delaying progress on JLP1.  It is expected that JLP2 will be adopted (by the relevant council) in 2029.   The new Ridgeway Council (and the Greater Oxford one) will have to develop their own new Local Plans; any plans in existence when the new councils are “vested” will be carried forward until they are superseded, each covering its particular geography.
Councillor Grant Fund – opens 17th August 2026
A reminder that once again we have £15k to allocate to deserving projects and organisations in this financial year.  Contact Grants@southandvale.gov.uk for any questions about eligibility.
Council Motions passed 
All four motions submitted for consideration by Council on 16th July were passed.  The full text can be found in the report pack for the meeting on the SODC website, but the topics covered were the Equality and Human Rights Commission’s recent guidance on single-sex spaces, the problems caused by noise pollution and excessively loud vehicles, the need to support the development of Neighbourhood Design Guides at a time of radical change in the planning system and the need for better adaptation and preparedness for excessive heat (e.g. cool spaces).
New Planning National Scheme of Delegation – Council’s concerns expressed
South Oxfordshire and Vale of White Horse District Councils have both expressed concerns for the government reforms to planning committees set to come into force at the end of October 2026. We raised serious concerns on the proposed changes when the government went out to consultation last year. In our view, these reforms are unnecessary and will not improve the decision-making process. Councillors are particularly opposed to the removal of the right of councillors to call in an application to committee. 
Well over 95% of planning applications are already determined by planning officers without coming before planning committee. Each year planning committee determine around the 30-40 most complex and contentious applications in an open forum that allows opponents and supporters, including Town and Parish Councillors, to be heard.  Under the new National Scheme of Delegation, around 3/4 of applications that committee has heard in recent years would not have come to it.
Cllr Tony Worgan, South Oxfordshire District Council cabinet member for Housing and Planning Development Management, said: “The changes coming into force in October are a one-size-fits-all approach. Planning decisions are fundamentally local and a highly standardised system like this could erode the role of our elected members in representing community views and strip councillors of their democratic accountability. We need a certain degree of flexibility as we know our communities best.  
“Our other worry is that the new process could place significant pressure on a small number of individuals within the councils. We don’t believe committee effectiveness can be determined by size alone. A mandatory cap on committee numbers may make it harder to achieve political balance and geographic representation. 
“Our hands are now tied as the government enforces these rules across the country. We will work with our dedicated planning officers to implement the requirements – and do everything we can to make the best of a bad situation.”  
The significant reforms to English council planning committees officially come into force on 31 October 2026. 
The changes introduce a mandatory national scheme of delegation. Where previously, every local council created its own rules, the new system creates one standard rulebook for the whole country – with the aim of speeding up and streamlining the planning approval process.  
From the beginning of November, most everyday planning applications will automatically be handed to professional planning officers to decide. Only very large, complex, or highly controversial projects are allowed to be decided by a planning committee. A smaller project can only be pushed up to the committee if it passes a strict "gateway test." This means a local councillor must prove the project has a massive impact on the wider area, rather than just a few neighbours being unhappy. 
It will also cap committee sizes at a maximum of 13 members and enforce strict planning training and certification requirements. 
Councillors will discuss the changes and the required Constitution changes at a special council meeting planned for 24 September.
