Aston, Cote, Shifford and Chimney Parish Council
Chairman’s Annual Report (FY) 2024/25

Parish Councils are required to make an annual report to residents, promulgated at the Annual Parish Meeting, which this
year will be held on 23 April. The Report will be promulgated subsequently on the Parish Council website
(www.astonoxon.com) and a slightly redacted version in the next edition of Voices.

Our Parish Council Our Parish Council comprises 7 unpaid councillors who are elected or co-opted to serve
for 4 years. Following Alex Chapman’s resignation last year, the subsequent co-option of David Outen has
maintained a full complement. These 7 councillors are assisted in their duties by a salaried clerk and a
responsible financial officer. Whilst local elections will occur on 1 May, to elect our OCC representative and
one of our 2 WODC councillors, elections for the Parish Council will next occur in 2026.

Reorganisation of Local Government We are following closely the response of OCC and WODC to the new
Government’s accelerated intention to reorganise local government. In principle, we welcome what is in effect
the merger of District and County councils but remain unconvinced of the requirement for a new level to sit
above it (rather negating the savings and efficiencies made by the county/district merger). On the 3 options
under consideration for the new county structure, we favour OCC’s preference for a single unitary authority for
Oxfordshire, rather than WODC’s seeming preference for the county to be divided between 2 unitary
authorities. More locally, we are concerned that the review is explicitly predicated upon reforming the 2 [sic]
levels of local government, when there are in fact 3 - with parish/town councils seemingly excluded. The future
role (if any) of what will effectively remain as the only meaningful level of truly local democracy is unknown,
but we are lobbying both OCC and WODC to provide greater clarity.

Flooding and Drainage The Parish Community Emergency Plan identifies flooding as the major risk
throughout the Parish, and this remains our foremost concern in all planning matters. We also sit on the
Bampton Flood Prevention Group to keep pressure on the Environment Agency to maintain drainage regimes
and have encouraged riparian landowners to keep drainage ditches clear. Given the demonstrably worsening
situation regarding sewage discharges in the Parish, we continue regular direct contact with Thames Water on a
number of concerns. Work to rectify the misconnection of storm water to the foul water network at St Joseph's
Court has at last commenced and is due for completion by 8 May. However, there is still no sign of the critical
work promised last year to upgrade the woefully overloaded Bampton Sewage Treatment Works (STW). Given
the direct causal link between housing development and sewage discharges, this may have implications for the
enforcement of conditions for, amongst others, the Brier Furlong housing development and any others in the
pipeline. More generally, it is not the capacity (allegedly sufficient) of the sewerage network to handle foul
water that is the problem, but rather the deluge of rainfall-induced infiltration that rapidly overwhelms it.
Recognising this, Thames Water have installed flow monitors north and south of the Bull Street Pumping
Station as a first step to identify the source(s) of infiltration, but we still await meaningful results.

Seizing the initiative last year, and funded in large part by an OCC grant, we purchased 3 'data loggers' to
monitor flood risk. This year, we have obtained a 4™. These will be located as required around the Parish in
order to monitor ground water levels, including a live uplink to the Environment Agency. Currently, 2 each are
sited adjacent to the proposed Lonestar and Croudace development sites. These will provide incontestable,
objective evidence of flood risk in specific areas, to inform the Parish Council's response to further housing
development.

Housing Development - a Parish under Siege Whilst it is WODC that determines all planning matters, we are
a statutory consultee on all planning applications in the Parish (14 in FY 23/24) and exercise a degree of
influence accordingly. Faced with inexorable development ‘creep’, a recurring concern for us is to highlight the
sustainability requirement for all development, noting the cumulative impact of a 33% increase in housing stock
over the past 5 years in Aston (potentially rising to 46%), the need to respect the Conservation Area status of
much of the Parish, and stressing (especially) the inadequacies of the already overloaded drainage and sewerage
system. We will continue to robustly represent the interests of the Parish, but each successful application seems
to merely fan the flames of avarice and opportunism, and with the stated intent of our new Government to relax



the already grossly imbalanced planning system still further in the favour of developers, we fear that the
situation will only get worse.

Brier Furlong This new development is now nearing completion, with the first 8 (of 40) plots due to
be released imminently. We have insisted upon absolute compliance with all planning conditions and
obligations. Entirely as we warned (ignored by OCC Highways and the Planning Inspector),
construction traffic has caused very significant disruption to the village, especially Marsh Furlong
residents. Whilst the developers have shown themselves sensitive to local concerns and have
communicated well with the public, regular breaches of the construction traffic management plan have
continued and requests to WODC for enforcement action have met with a mixed response. We are also
pressing WODC hard to insist that the associated works promised by Thames Water (especially the
promised Bampton STW upgrade) must be completed before any occupation. This reflects not only the
very serious implications of further overload to the system, but also an absolutely fundamental point of
principle. Planning conditions are legally binding, and WODC are required to enforce them.
Furthermore, when faced with successive impositions of unwanted overdevelopment, the only solace we
have is provided by planning conditions that in large part are imposed to mitigate the impact of
development upon local communities.

Lonestar The Lonestar application for 16 custom-build houses off North Street was due to be
determined by WODC in February but has been postponed until May. This is due to unresolved
objections from OCC Highways, WODC biodiversity officers and the Parish Council. Approval would
result in a 37% increase in Aston housing stock, again without commensurate upgrades to woefully
overloaded infrastructure.

Croudace — Plumbing the Depths? No application has yet been made to WODC by Croudace for
their frankly insane proposed development of 40 houses on the swamp opposite Kingsway Cottages.
Nevertheless, we have not remained idle and continue to gather incontestable evidence of flood (and
other) risks, both on-site and (particularly) to neighbouring properties. Approval would increase the rate
of overdevelopment still further, to 46%.

North Farm Residents will recall the exhaustive rounds of public consultation conducted 2 years ago
regarding the North Farm site as a potential community-led development opportunity. Of OCC's
illustrative options, the most favoured by residents was a development of 9 houses that maximised the
available open space (to be gifted to the community) and represented least impact upon the
Conservation Area. After a prolonged hiatus, due in part to regime change at OCC, they have very
recently submitted an outline planning application (25/00853/0OUT) for 9 houses plus 3 affordable
housing units. Despite the amendment, we remain cautiously supportive, subject to ongoing refinement
and negotiation. If the application is approved, construction could begin in late-25/early-26. We
continue to liaise closely with OCC on this matter and will keep residents informed accordingly.

Section 106 Funding Notwithstanding our serious concerns regarding new housing, such
developments, if approved, do result in ‘Section 106’ (and other) funding being made available by
WODC to the Parish to mitigate the impact upon, for example, sport and recreation facilities, drainage,
traffic calming and so on. At present, we have over £260,000 potentially available. The first major
beneficiary will be funding for the Community Trust to have constructed, hopefully this year, a long-
awaited Multi-Use Games Area next to the Village Hall. There are occasionally other gestures of
goodwill, such as those from Stonewater, the developer of Brier Furlong, who will be funding a further
defibrillator in Aston (to be located at the Pottery in order to serve the western end of the village) as
well as a piece of public art at the entrance to their site.

Traffic Calming Traffic calming rightly remains a major local concern that we continue to monitor closely,
albeit there are no magic solutions. Again, using development funds, we have installed new signage across the
Parish, repaired the automated speed signs outside the school and witnessed the imposition of a universal 20mph
speed limit. This year, we have procured funding for 3 new automated speed signs for roads entering Aston (to
be installed shortly) and have conducted a public consultation on potential 'buildouts' on these same roads.
Results of the latter were finely balanced with a small sceptical majority. In sum, we are persuaded of a



potential case for a build out at the Aston Mile/North Street interface, but wish to see first, the impact of the
potential Lonestar development, if approved. On balance, we do not support buildouts elsewhere.

Finance The Parish remains in very good financial state, as confirmed by our external auditors in 2024.
Following its bold decision not to increase the Precept last year, the Parish Council continued to exercise
financial prudence and operated comfortably within its agreed budget of £33,233. Financial grants, donations
and projects in the financial year to April 2025 (totalling £7,570) included Voices magazine, grass cutting the
Church of St James, Aston Community Trust, Oxfordshire MIND, Cleanslate, Royal British Legion, and Aston
Primary School. The Budget for Financial Year 2025/26 was agreed at the Parish Council meeting in January
2025. In sharp contrast to successive, inexorable Council Tax rises (at the maximum permitted level) at county
and district level (resulting in Oxfordshire now reportedly having the highest council tax level of all county-
based local authorities in England), we were delighted, for a remarkable seventh consecutive year, to be able to
make no increase to the Precept at all. This, at £31,659 keeps the Band D equivalent household at £49.74
(around 3.6p/month for each parish resident). As with all Council business, full details may be found on the
Council website, including fully audited annual accounts.

Russell La Forte CBE, Chairman Aston, Cote, Shifford and Chimney Parish Council, 23 April 2025



