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Annual Report from your District Councillors 
Cllr Hayleigh Gascoigne and Cllr Sarah Medley  

Parishes of Blewbury and Upton 
3rd May 2020 

Introduction 
Hello! It is hard to believe that it now a whole year since we were elected as your district councillors to represent the 

residents of the Blewbury & Harwell ward on the Vale of White Horse District Council. Our ward includes the 

beautiful historic villages of Blewbury, Harwell, Chilton and Upton, and a large section of the vibrant new Great 

Western Park housing development. Over the past year, we have really enjoyed settling into our new roles as 

councillors, and it has been an absolute privilege to represent you. You are a wonderful community, with so many 

dedicated volunteer groups running fantastic events, activities and clubs all year round. It has been particularly 

heartening to see how much community spirit and care for each other you all have, even more so in the recent 

circumstances of the coronavirus outbreak. Given the current uncertainty around the longer-term impact of the 

pandemic, it is not yet clear how it will affect the policies, plans and priorities of the council in the coming year; 

however this report summarises the key activities at the council and in the local area during the past year. 

Coronavirus Community Support 
We hope everyone is keeping well, staying safe and staying at home during these difficult and unprecedented times. 

As we write, it is hard to believe that we have already been in lockdown for over a month. Despite the tough 

situation, it has been wonderful to see how all the residents in our communities have been looking out for one 

another and keeping spirits up. On the local Facebook groups, it has been great to see neighbours donating food, 

plants and surplus supplies to one another, sharing tips on which small local businesses to buy from, and even doing 

weekly fancy dress when they put their bins out! Meanwhile, the incredible volunteer support groups have been 

doing an amazing job ensuring that food, supplies and medicine are delivered to their neighbours in need. From us 

and all the councillors and council staff at the Vale, a massive well done and thank you to all the hard-working 

volunteers in these local groups: Blewbury Good Neighbours, Harwell Helpers, Chilton Mutual Aid, Great Western 

Park Community Support and the Upton village WhatsApp group.  

 

Likewise, the new Community Support Team at the South and Vale district councils have done a brilliant job getting 

up and running in such a short time, and they are now providing an invaluable service to put residents in contact 

with the help they require, whether it’s from a local community volunteer group, a charity or another more 

specialised service. This new support team was developed to form a simple point of contact for those who are 

vulnerable, yet who have no support network and would otherwise be completely isolated. The support lines are 

open 8.30am to 8pm Monday to Friday and 9am to 5pm on Saturday and Sundays, and can be contacted as follows: 

If you have been identified as shielded / extremely vulnerable by the NHS and have nobody around to help with day 

to day tasks like shopping, please call 01865 897820 or email shield@oxfordshire.gov.uk 

Anyone else (not shielded) in this situation, call 01235 422600 or email communitysupport@southandvale.gov.uk 
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Council Activities 
Fresh start for new council 
When we were elected as your district councillors in In May 2019, we were part of a large group of new councillors 

in the same political group, who took over from the previous administration in running the council. It is a joy to be 

part of such a passionate and proactive group of dedicated councillors, who have really hit the ground running right 

from the start. The first step was to sort out the formalities of the new council, including appointing councillors to 

committee positions; Hayleigh joined the Joint Scrutiny Committee, Wantage Area Committee (Chair), Oxfordshire 

Growth Board Scrutiny Panel, Climate Emergency Advisory Committee, Scrutiny Committee (Substitute) and 

Planning Committee (Substitute). Sarah joined the Community Governance and Electoral Issues Committee (Vice-

Chair), Wantage Area Committee and the Scrutiny Committee (Substitute). New council Chair Cllr Margaret Crick 

selected her chosen charities: global poverty cause Practical Action and local environmental charity The Earth Trust. 

Honesty, openness and transparency in local government are the guiding principles of the new group running the 

council, and we have endeavoured to demonstrate these values in all our work as councillors so far. Leader of the 

Vale, Cllr Emily Smith, recently started a new Leader's Blog to give residents more of an idea about all of the things 

the District Council is involved in. Our priorities as a council group are to look after our residents, and to protect the 

environment. With this in mind, the first motion we proposed - and passed - in the July 2019 council meeting was to 

vote to officially oppose the building of the proposed Oxford to Cambridge Expressway. We oppose the Expressway 

due to the negative impact that it will have on the residents and the natural environment across the Vale, and the 

extra traffic it will bring to the already overstretched A34. As a result, Cllr Debby Hallett, Deputy Leader of the Vale, 

wrote to Grant Shapps MP, Secretary of State for Transport. You can read a copy of the letter here.  

Climate Emergency Advisory Committee 
One of the biggest changes in the past year was the formation of the Climate Emergency Advisory Committee (CEAC) 

which our council group proposed and voted for in the Full Council meeting on 17th July. We are both passionate 

about environmental issues, with this being one of our motivations to become councillors, so Hayleigh joined the 

committee and Sarah was nominated as a substitute member. Climate change is huge issue that affects everyone, 

and we feel that the Local Authority should play its part in tackling it. Cllr David Grant was appointed as Chair of the 

committee. The CEAC’s remit is to consider the council’s environmental impact and look at how we can make 

sustainable choices to deliver the services we provide to our residents. It aims to work with partner organisations 

and local businesses and community groups on addressing the issues. 

The committee held its first meeting in October, and many residents attended and spoke at the meeting, including 

people from Blewbury & Harwell. It’s clear that residents of our ward, and Vale-wide are also hugely passionate 

about the environment, as every meeting since has had the most audience members of any of the council meetings 

we have attended! The committee agreed recommendations to commission work to be done by officers and to 

establish a communications plan to engage the community. We recommended that the council’s cabinet set target 

dates for a carbon neutral council by 2030 (75% by 2025) and a carbon neutral district by 2045 (75% by 2030). 

Cabinet did agree to set these targets, which was good news. 

In the most recent meeting in January 2020, the CEAC recommended new schemes for the council to tackle climate 
change, comprising a one-year programme of actions to begin the journey to meet our carbon targets. The 
programme included:  

• a climate impacts section in all the council’s reporting and decision-making  
• identifying opportunities for investment in solar energy  
• identifying opportunities for energy saving in council buildings including solar energy and heat pumps  
• working with interested community action groups  
• a feasibility study into electric vehicle hire for residents  
• a feasibility study into increasing biodiversity and tree planting  
• employing a climate change lead officer  

 
 The report also looked at how the council could develop a green travel plan for officers and members, create an 
action plan to reduce single-use plastic and help to promote healthier lifestyle choices including encouraging walking 

mailto:hayleigh.gascoigne@whitehorsedc.gov.uk
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and cycling to reduce vehicle emissions. There is more information at: http://www.whitehorsedc.gov.uk/services-
and-advice/environment/climate-change 
 
The Full Council held its budget meeting in February 2020, and within this the budget was identified and agreed for 
the climate projects listed above. Of course, as council resources are currently focused on the new Community 
Support service to help vulnerable residents during the coronavirus outbreak, a lot of this other work has 
temporarily been put on hold. However, we remain confident that the Climate Emergency is a priority for the 
council, and that the CEAC and councillors will continue to do what they can to reach the carbon targets set. 

Local Plan Part 2   

Another big topic for 2019 was the debate over whether the Council should adopt Part Two of Vale’s Local Plan 2031 

(LPP2). Part One was adopted in 2016, and this deals with the main housing sites and policies, whereas Part Two 

contains more detailed policies used in the determination of planning applications, and allocates housing sites. As 

the new group running the council was not responsible for developing LPP2, there were questions over the process 

of progressing a Local Plan in these circumstances. In August 2019, Deputy Leader of the Vale, Cllr Debby Hallett, 

wrote to the Ministry for Housing, Communities and Local Government to raise this and other concerns, and invited 

the minister to revisit the Inspector's report, specifically looking at Oxford's unmet housing assessment and allocated 

development in the Green Belt. However, because of its advanced stage, options to change LPP2 were very limited, 

and withdrawing it would have left residents across the Vale exposed to speculative development. Subsequently, at 

the Full Council Meeting in October 2019, council voted to adopt LPP2. Hayleigh spoke at the meeting to highlight 

that despite our reservations about LPP2, adopting it was the best option to prevent more speculative development, 

which has historically been an issue in the villages we represent. Now that LPP2 is fully adopted, the new council 

administration can start work on the next local plan for our district, which will have higher environmental standards 

and help us plan more truly affordable homes and more social housing for the future. 

Council Funding Concerns 
At the latest Full Council Meeting on 12th February 2020, council approved the proposed budget for 2020/2021. 
This budget allocated funding to focus on three key areas:  

• tackling the climate emergency, a major priority for the council;  
•  working towards a new Local Plan which will work to address residents’ concerns about the current plan and 
put the climate and local sustainability at the heart of any future development;  
• addressing the council’s own long-term financial situation by identifying savings that have the minimum 
impact on residents and businesses in the Vale, and identifying opportunities to generate additional income.  
 

It has been very challenging for councillors and officers to develop this budget, after years of cuts in government 
funding and continuing uncertainty over future funding. Between 2011 and 2019, the Vale saw its revenue support 
grant funding from government reduced from £7.1million to zero.  This was replaced by retained business rates and 
the New Homes Bonus, however the government indicated in July 2018 that the New Homes Bonus scheme would 
soon be ending. As a result of this, the council is now in an increasingly difficult financial position and could face a 
funding gap in excess of £6 million by 2024/25. In September 2019, Leader of the Vale Cllr Emily Smith wrote to 
Robert Jenrick MP, Secretary of State for Housing, Communities and Local Government, to express serious concerns 
regarding the future funding of local government, particularly at district council level.  

The recent coronavirus crisis has only exacerbated the funding situation further, due to the costs of delivering 
additional support services and the significant impact on normal income streams. For some of the local councils, the 
scale of lost income is of greater financial impact than the additional costs being incurred. In response to this, Leader 
of the Vale Cllr Emily Smith signed a joint letter from the leaders of all six Oxfordshire councils to Government and 
the county’s MPs, setting out the scale of the financial impact of the coronavirus (COVID-19) situation across the 
local authorities, and urging the Secretary of State for Housing, Communities and Local Government, Rt Hon Robert 
Jenrick MP, to ensure further Government support is provided to meet the funding shortfall. Without this support, 
authorities across Oxfordshire will become financially unsustainable with depleted or no reserves, and some could 
be unable to set a legal budget for 2021/22. More information on this situation can be found on the Vale website 
and this BBC News Article. 
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Council Tax Support 
In February 2020, the district council’s Cabinet approved the following three key changes to the Vale’s Council Tax 
Reduction Scheme, which came into effect on 1 April 2020: 

• The current 91.5 per cent limit and the band E restriction when calculating the council tax bill for single 
parents with children under age five will be removed.  This will mean that qualifying residents will have their 
reduction calculated at 100 per cent of their council tax bill after any deductions and based on their 
property’s actual council tax band.  

• The definition of who is considered disabled and exempt will be widened to mirror Universal Credit 
provisions.  

• Bereavement Support Payments, which are paid for a maximum of 18 months, will be disregarded as income 
when calculating an applicant’s council tax reduction amount.  

 
These changes were proposed following a public consultation on the existing Council Tax Reduction scheme, and as a 
result, more than 430 people on low income in the Vale of White Horse will receive additional support to help them 
pay their council tax. In light of the current coronavirus situation, there is now further council tax support available 
from government, for which residents in receipt of Council Tax Reduction will receive a minimum of £150 off their 
council tax bill for 2020/2021, unless their bill is less than £150, in which case their bill will be reduced to zero. 
Residents who are currently not being paid, and are struggling to pay their council tax bill, are encouraged to apply 
for Council Tax Reduction – their account will then be put on hold for 30 days while their application is processed: 
whitehorsedc.gov.uk/ctrs. More information on financial support for those struggling during the coronavirus 
pandemic can be found on the following page: www.whitehorsedc.gov.uk/news/2020/2020-04/support-people-
struggling-financially-due-coronavirus-pandemic  

Council Motions 
As the new group in charge of the Vale, we have had a busy year proposing, and passing, a variety of motions at 

council meetings. Our motions have served various purposes, from invoking action on key local issues to clearly 

setting out our position on wider-ranging national issues. Here is a summary of the key motions over the past 12 

months: 

 

In July 2019, council voted to officially oppose the building of the proposed Oxford to Cambridge Expressway and to 

establish a brand-new Climate Emergency Advisory Committee. Hayleigh used her maiden speech at Council to show 

her support for the new climate committee, and to highlight the great work of local climate action groups such as 

Sustainable Blewbury. 

 

In October 2019, Sarah used her maiden speech at Council to propose a motion asking officers to prepare a report 

on how the council could help mitigate adverse impacts of the UK leaving the EU on the rights of non-UK EU 

nationals. Motions were also passed at the October meeting on investments in low carbon funds, the A34 and 

changes to working with regional development organisations.  

In December 2019, the following key motions were passed: 

• Hayleigh proposed a motion to declare the council’s support for the Votes at 16 campaign; calling for the 
extension of allow 16- and 17-year olds to be allowed to vote in all elections and referendums across the UK. 

• Updating the council’s equality policy to formally adopt the IHRA definition of anti-Semitism, and the All-
Party Parliamentary Group’s definition of Islamaphobia, as well as condemn all inflammatory rhetoric in 
political discourse. Hayleigh spoke in support of this motion, reflecting on her own personal experiences of 
racism.  

• Requesting that the Leader of the Vale write to relevant ministers and local MPs requesting that all elections 
be run using Proportional Representation. 

• Agreeing that the council would commit to exploring planning policies which positively encourage all 
renewable sources of energy, including onshore wind farms as part of the next Vale Local Plan and 
Oxfordshire Plan 2050.  

• Requesting that officers bring forward proposals for the Vale of White Horse District Council to consider a 
formal merger with South Oxfordshire District Council, creating a single district council based on their 
combined geography with increased financial resilience.  
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Local Area 
Didcot Garden Town Project  

In July 2019, the Didcot Garden Town team produced this handy summary of the project. The second page of the 
document highlights that Blewbury and Upton villages are within the “Area of Influence” of the Garden Town, 
meaning that the Parish Council and residents are important stakeholders for the delivery of the project, as specified 
in the proposed governance structure near the end of the document. 
 
This new governance structure, which is more inclusive and community-driven than previously, was approved by 
Vale’s Cabinet in February 2020. The Cabinet also agreed to the following recommended changes from the Joint 
Scrutiny Committee (of which Hayleigh is a member): 

1. the parish council representative on the Didcot Garden Town Advisory Board be chosen from the five parish 
councils within the Didcot Garden Town Boundary (this includes Harwell village);  

2. the Didcot Garden Town Advisory Board considers adding a voting member to increase its environmental 
representation  

 
The next steps were to form the new ‘sounding boards’, the aim of which is to gather to help gather views on new 
projects and ensure the wishes of the different aspects of the local community are heard as the Didcot Garden Town 
projects are developed. There are three sounding boards – one for local residents, one for the business community, 
and one for parish councils, so that they can feed their ideas into the Advisory Board. The council will be inviting 
parish and town councils located within Didcot Garden Town and the wider Area of Influence (this includes Blewbury 
and Upton) to participate. All the advisory board and sounding board meetings are set to be open for residents to 
attend. 
 
The government also announced on 14 January that South Oxfordshire and Vale of White Horse District Councils will 
be receiving £100,000 to help support Didcot Garden Town, which the Advisory Board have discussed spending on 
projects that will help to improve sustainability and connections in the town and highlight smart technology. The 
garden town team will ask for both Councils to accept the new funding once the award is finalised with Homes 
England.   
   
For more information on the Didcot Garden Town, see the website www.whitehorsedc.gov.uk/didcotgardentown. 
 

Out and About in Blewbury and Upton 
Thank you so much to the residents of Blewbury and Upton for electing us this time last year; it is an absolute 

privilege to represent you. You are a wonderful community, and it has been so heartening to see how much 

community spirit and care for each other you all have, particularly during the recent circumstances of the 

coronavirus outbreak. 

So far, one of our favourite parts of being your councillors has been joining in with wonderful village events last year. 

In July 2019 we had a lovely time at the Blewbury School Fete, and we were very impressed by their Green theme – 

the PTA chair informed us that only a single black bin bag was needed for the whole event! Later in July we attended 

the fantastic Saturday performance of The Crucible by The Blewbury Players – well done to the actors and everyone 

involved in making the show such a success. In August, Sarah was delighted to come along to Sustainable Blewbury’s 

first Apple Juicing session of the year, the perfect way to use up surplus apples growing in the garden!  

On the first Saturday in September we had a lovely afternoon at the annual Upton Village Fete. A fab range of stalls 

from local groups, selling everything from jams & preserves to zero-waste products, and we enjoyed the delicious 

homemade pizza and cakes! It was great to chat to residents and learn more about the St Mary’s church renovation 

project, as well as watching the impressive gymnastics display in the main arena. The Morris-dancing horse was 

definitely one of the highlights of the day! A brilliant event bringing the whole community together, well done to the 

organisers and everyone involved in making it such a success. 

We really miss being out and about in our community, joining in with the fantastic groups, activities and events run 
by dedicated volunteers all year round. Right now, we're so proud of the local volunteer groups who are helping out 
their neighbours in need, and we're glad that we can play our part in helping these groups as your local councillors. 
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Blewbury Quiz & Curry Night, June 2019 

 
Blewbury Players ‘The Crucible’, July 2019 

 

 
Blewbury School Fete, July 2019 

 
Sustainable Blewbury Apple Juicing, August 2019 

 
Upton Afternoon Tea, August 2019 

 
Upton Village Fete, September 2019 

 
Blewbury Milestone Restoration, August 2019 

 
Blewbury Comedy Night, October 2019 
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