
District Councillor Annual Report Vale of White Horse District Council 7th April 2021 

hayleigh.gascoigne@whitehorsedc.gov.uk  Page 1 of 6 sarah.medley@whitehorsedc.gov.uk 

 

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

Parishes of Blewbury, Harwell, Chilton and Upton 
7th April 2021 

Introduction 
Hello! It is hard to believe that it is now almost two whole years since we were elected as your district councillors, 

and it is even harder to believe that half of that time has been during a global pandemic. In last year’s annual report 

we reflected on our busy first year as councillors, getting used to how things work and attending a myriad of 

wonderful local events in our ward. This past year has been very different; almost every aspect of our role as your 

district councillors has now moved online, with much fewer opportunities to get out into the community and chat to 

residents in person, which is what we love doing best. However, we are very grateful that we have still been able to 

‘attend’ parish council meetings virtually, and we would like to commend each of the parish councils for getting up 

and running with online meetings so smoothly and efficiently. In this report we reflect on the activities of the council 

and the community during the COVID-19 pandemic, which has of course dominated most of the past year. In spite of 

these difficulties, the council has however made progress in other areas, which we also summarise in this report. 

Coronavirus Community Support 
We would like to thank the residents of all the parishes we represent for helping to mitigate the spread of COVID-19, 

by observing the restrictions and supporting your community. At the start of the first lockdown, it was so wonderful 

to see everyone looking out for each other and keeping spirits up. On the local Facebook groups, we saw 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! On top of that, incredible volunteer support groups 

were set up in a matter of hours, and they have done an amazing job ensuring that food, supplies and medicine are 

delivered to their neighbours in need. It has been a very tough year with further lockdowns since then, however the 

community spirit has been indomitable, and the volunteer groups have kept going throughout. 

Although we do not usually have any individual councillor grants, this past year each district councillor was allocated 

a small amount of funding to use to support community groups and initiatives in their activities related to the 

pandemic. We have used this to support a number of local organisations, including the Harwell Helpers, Chilton 

Mutual Aid, the United Charities of the Ancient Parish of Blewbury, the Great Western Park COVID-19 Community 

Support Group, the Harwellian, the Blewbury Pre-School, the Harwell Village Hall and the Wantage Independent 

Advice Centre. We would like to say a massive Thank You to all the hard-working volunteers in these local groups; 

you have provided vital support to vulnerable members of the community during a very difficult year. 

 

The council itself has had a significant role in the response to the pandemic. In March 2020, the district councils 

acted early by asking the majority of their staff to work from home a week ahead of the national lockdown 

beginning. Within days they had launched a brand-new Community Hub which immediately began identifying and 

working with charities and voluntary groups across the districts to help those most in need. From coordinating 

prescription collections to arranging emergency food parcels the district councils and their network of community 

groups were at the forefront of the local Covid-19 response.   
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Throughout the pandemic, the councils have stayed in touch with those most at risk from the virus. So far, calling 

over 27,233 vulnerable and shielded residents to check they’re ok and to offer support. Officers have also been 

making socially distanced doorstep visits to residents they’ve been unable to reach by phone.   

The pandemic has had an enormous impact on local businesses, so a significant amount of officer time has been 

dedicated to administering and processing a wide variety of grants amounting to more than £65 million to 

businesses across both districts.  

As well as dedicating significant officer resource to the cause both councils have also made its buildings 

available.  Since Cornerstone Arts Centre closed its doors to the public in March last year, it has been home to the 

council’s food distribution service, helping to ensure hundreds of families received urgent food parcels when they 

had nowhere else to turn. In February this year, The Beacon in Wantage opened as a Covid-19 testing site for public-

facing workers and volunteers who are not displaying symptoms. This will remain available to those who need it for 

a long as is required.  

The impact of the pandemic on residents and businesses has been significant, and the councils’ Covid-19 response 

work and the subsequent recovery periods will remain a huge focus for years to come. Both councils have 

committed to this in their Corporate Plans.   

The council leaders have sent a personal message out to residents, community groups and businesses looking back 

at the challenges everyone’s faced together and thanking them for their relentless support in helping their 

communities, particularly those most vulnerable and for following the necessary measures to protect others.   

Cllr Emily Smith, Leader of the Vale of White Horse District Council, said: “I’ve been overwhelmed by the way in 

which our communities in the Vale have come together to help those most in need, Not just by looking out for their 

vulnerable neighbours, but also by supporting our local businesses as much as they can through the pandemic”.   

“I am pleased that we have been able provide one of three symptom-free testing sites in Oxfordshire at The Beacon. 

This is invaluable as part of the fight against Covid-19 and our team there and those across all of our departments 

have worked incredibly hard to make sure that our response to the pandemic has been at the forefront of residents 

and business’s needs”  

Please click on the links to watch video messages from Cllr Emily Smith and Cllr Sue Cooper to residents, and click 

this link to view a video timeline of the councils’ response to the pandemic. 

The Community Hub continues to be available to help people access support and essentials during the lockdown if 
they have nobody else to turn to and can be contacted on the usual details below.  
 

To contact the Community Support Team:  
call: 01235 422 600 Monday to Thursday 8.30-5pm and Fridays 8.30-4.30pm  

email: communitysupport@southandvale.gov.uk  
fill in an online form at: www.whitehorsedc.gov.uk/communityhub    

Remember, for the most up-to-date coronavirus information relating to district council support and any changes 
to services, please take a look at the dedicated Vale webpage for updates: www.whitehorsedc.gov.uk/covid19  
   

• The councils’ Housing Needs team are available to help people who are at risk of being made homeless or 
who are sleeping rough – for more details visit whitehorsedc.gov.uk/housing.  

• Support is also available to residents who are experiencing financial difficulties – to find out more please 
visit whitehorsedc.gov.uk/benefits.  

• If you are having difficulty paying your council tax please visit  whitehorsedc.gov.uk/counciltax or call 0345 
302 2315.  

• Businesses can sign up to our newsletter and find out the latest about business grants and support we can 
offer by visiting svbs.co.uk   

Overall, the decrease of infection rates in the UK is slowing down and so the public messaging is to ensure everyone 

continues to follow social distancing guidelines, especially as lockdown restrictions are being eased in the coming 

months. The latest COVID-19 figures are updated on the county council’s interactive dashboard on a daily basis.  
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Council Activities 
Online Committees: A New Way of Working 
Over the past year of the pandemic, like many other organisations, the district council has had to shift to a new way 

of working. For councillors, the main change has been that all council meetings and committees are now online, ever 

since the first online Planning Committee was held in May 2020. 

This has not been without its challenges, however we feel that overall, the move to online meetings has been a very 

positive change. Councillors can now attend these meetings without travelling across the district (thus reducing our 

environmental impact), and it is also much easier for public speakers to attend and express their views to committee 

members. Perhaps the greatest advantage of online meetings is that it makes the activities of the council so much 

more open, accessible and transparent – principles we value greatly. Every meeting is broadcast live online and 

recorded for viewing later – all of this is done via the councils’ YouTube channel: South and Vale Committee 

Meetings. 

For the past year, we have been serving on the following committees: 

• Hayleigh: Climate Emergency Advisory Committee, Wantage Area Committee (Chair), Joint Scrutiny 
Committee and Scrutiny Committee. 

• Sarah: Community Governance and Electoral Issues Committee (Vice-Chair) and Wantage Area Committee.  

The Scrutiny Committee is responsible for holding the Cabinet to account, policy development, and external scrutiny. 

It does not make decisions but makes recommendations to Cabinet, Council and officers. 

You can speak to the committee or ask questions about items on the agenda. To do this, you must register with 

democratic services by 5pm on the last working day before the meeting. This is something we would greatly 

encourage any residents to do should they want the committee to consider their views. 

Council’s 2021/22 Budget addresses Covid-19 challenges 
Like many councils, the Vale still faces significant financial challenges which have been caused by years of reduced 

funding from government, and the lack of clarity about the future of local authority financing.  Along with the other 

Oxfordshire councils, the Vale has repeatedly called on the government to urgently provide additional funding to 

help ensure the future of vital public services.  

The council’s income also remains significantly affected by the Covid-19 restrictions. Since the pandemic began, the 

district council has re-allocated significant resources in order to provide vital support for residents and businesses 

across the district.  This has included: administering more than 3,300 Covid-19 grant payments to local businesses 

totalling £21 million. We provided the new Community Support Hub, supporting 5,208 vulnerable residents, 

including providing direct assistance for 785 people.  It is currently expected that this work will need to continue well 

into 2021. 

At the Full Council meeting on 10 February, the Council approved its Budget for 2021/2022. This budget protects 

front line services, continue to support local residents and businesses through the pandemic and help stabilise the 

council’s finances for the medium term. The budget has resulted in an increase of less than 10p per week on Band D 

Council Tax. Annual council tax will be £141.69 for services provided by the district council, up from £136.69 this 

year. The Vale currently has the 15th lowest council tax in the country for a shire district and significantly lower than 

the national average of £194.22. 

The budget report and papers can be viewed under item 10 at the following link: 

http://democratic.whitehorsedc.gov.uk/ieListDocuments.aspx?CId=507&MId=2746 

Cllr Andy Crawford, Cabinet Member for Finance at Vale of White Horse District Council, said: “This year we are 

required to adopt a budget under extremely challenging circumstances.  As a result of Covid-19, we have had to re-

direct significant resources in order to provide additional vital support for our residents and local businesses. “We 

recently adopted our new 2020-2025 Corporate Plan and we will continue to work towards our key priorities such as 

working as a council and with others to tackle the climate emergency, and to ensure our own long-term financial 

stability.” 
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New Corporate Plan: Our Vision for the Vale 
At the end of 2020, The Vale of White Horse District Council launched our brand-new corporate plan outlining how 

we will serve its communities over the next few years. The corporate plan is used to guide policy development, 

projects, and the work of council officers. The plan includes what the council’s priorities should be while supporting 

the district through COVID-19, the recovery, and beyond. The plan highlights priorities including economic recovery, 

housing and the Climate Emergency. 

The themes in the plan were developed following a record-breaking public engagement exercise where councillors 

asked residents which priorities were most important to them. Following many hundreds of responses, the most the 

council has ever had to a Corporate Plan engagement, the priorities highlighted are based around six key themes: 

1. Providing the homes people need 

2. Tackling the Climate Emergency 

3. Building healthy communities 

4. Building stable finances 

5. Working in partnership 

6. Working in an open and inclusive way 

After initial development by the Deputy Leader of the Council and other cabinet members, the corporate plan was 

opened to consultation, revised following resident feedback, and reviewed by the Scrutiny Committee. The council 

then approved the content for its Corporate Plan at a Full Council meeting on 22 October 2020. 

Motions, Questions and Achievements 
In spite of the challenges of COVID-19, it has been a busy year at the council, with many motions passed on a range 

of local issues. As your district councillors, we have taken the opportunity to ask questions of cabinet members at 

Full Council Meetings. There have been other achievements throughout the year which we are proud of as a council. 

In order to save space in this report, we have summarised these in the table below, with a link to the relevant 

council webpage where more information can be found. 

Date of Council 
Meeting 

Motion Question Press Releases: 
Achievements in 
2020/2021 

July 2020 Motion 5: Active 
Travel 
 

Question D: Black 
Lives Matter 
 

Affordable Housing 
 

October 2020 Motion 1: 
Opposition of 
Government's White 
Paper on Planning 

Question B: Valley 
Park Roundabout  

Abbey House 
 

December 2020 Motion 1: Improved 
water ways 

 Joint Local Plan 
 

March 2021 Motion A: 
Healthcare provision 

Question A: Safety 
of women and 
vulnerable people  

Community Lottery 
 

Motion B: Cycling 
Standards on 
Roundabouts 
 

Question B: Great 
Western Park 
Infrastructure 

Heat Pumps for 
Leisure Centre 
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Local Area 
Valley Park 
We have spent a lot of time over the past year gaining a better understanding of the proposals for, and issues with, 

Valley Park. The Valley Park development is a proposal for over 4000 new houses to be situated between Didcot and 

Harwell. The plans have been in the pipeline for several years - the planning application for this development was 

first submitted in 2014, five years before we were elected as the ward councillors for this area. Given the sheer scale 

of this proposed development, it will have a significant impact on all four parishes in our ward, and hence it is a key 

focus for us.  

Over the past year, we have held multiple meetings with the planning officers at the Vale, in order to better 

understand the details of the application. At the full Council meeting in July, we highlighted the concerns of many 

residents in Harwell and Didcot regarding the cycle accessibility and safety of the proposed design of the B4493 

roundabout as part of the plans for the Valley Park development. We have since raised this issue on multiple 

occasions with the county council highways officers and the local county councillor. However, this is just one of 

many aspects of the Valley Park proposals which are less than optimal with regards to sustainability and active 

travel. 

With this in mind, we were very pleased with the outcome of Vale of White Horse District Council Planning 

Committee meeting on Tuesday 16th February - the committee agreed unanimously to DEFER the decision on the 

Valley Park planning application. This was great news, as it means there is now more time available for residents and 

councillors to really push for our own local vision of what Valley Park should be. Deferring the application was voted 

for on the basis that further clarity needs to be sought on the following key issues with the Valley Park proposal 

before a decision can be made:   

B4493 Roundabout between Harwell and Didcot. Planning Committee asked council officers to look at this design 

again and consider alternative options to make this monstrous 5-arm roundabout safer and more accessible for 

cyclists. Thank you to local campaign groups HarBUG (Harwell Bicycle Users Group) and Sustainable Harwell for their 

excellent speeches on this issue, and thank you to local resident Kate Stevenson Weal for your Facebook comment 

about an underpass on the roundabout - this sparked an entire debate the possibility of an underpass, bridge or 

another alternative solution to be explored in the design. 

Healthcare Provision. The committee asked council officers to go back to the Oxfordshire Clinical Commissioning 

Group (OCCG) once again to obtain a proper answer regarding the medical provision for Valley Park. This site would 

bring 10,000 new residents to the area and yet there was no provision in the original plans for a GP surgery or any 

Primary Medical Care, primarily because the OCCG didn't even respond to the consultation in the first place! Thank 

you to Patient Participation Group (PPG) chairman Stewart Lilly for speaking on behalf of all 3 Didcot Medical 

Centres - we're certain that your eye-opening statistics about the pressure our local services are under was key in 

influencing this decision.   

Biodiversity. Well done to Sally Povolotsky from the Hendreds Environment Group for her fantastic speech raising 

the issues with biodiversity considerations on the site, including the protection of red kites. Thanks to this, the 

committee asked for the financial contributions from the developer relating to biodiversity off-setting (totalling 

£200,000) to be brought forward from a staged payment (after 1000th house is occupied) to a full amount paid 

upfront prior to commencement of the development. This was a big win for protecting the natural environment 

before the first house is even built. 

The link below contains our extensive written statement that we submitted to the committee in advance of the 

meeting - we used this to clearly lay out our objectives, with the council policies to back them up. Two different 

members of the committee commended us for the high quality of our statement: https://sustainable-harwell.uk/wp-

content/uploads/2021/02/Ward-Councillors-Statement-Planning-Committee-16.02.21-Valley-Park-P14-V2873-

O.pdf   

 You can watch the meeting on the YouTube link below to see the speeches and 

debate: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6xZR4Ks-N3o   
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 Updates since the planning committee meeting on 16th February:  

• The Oxfordshire Clinical Commissioning Group (OCCG) have now responded to the Valley Park planning 

application, asking the developer to provide just under £4million for healthcare provision, as well as 

allocating land for a GP surgery site, in the event that the one on Great Western Park does not get built. This 

is brilliant news, as previously there was no response and hence no money or land allocated for healthcare, 

which was extremely concerning, and one of the key reasons the planning committee voted to defer the 

decision on the planning application. The response from the OCCG needs to pass various planning tests so it 

is not yet set in stone, but we are very happy that this is a big step in the right direction.  

• There have been many rumours flying around about when Valley Park will be coming back to planning 

committee for further consideration. We would just like to clarify that it can only come back to committee 

once the planning officers are satisfied that the issues raised at the deferral decision have been addressed. 

• Thank you to everyone who attended our online residents' feedback session on Valley Park in March. It was 

great to hear your views, it is clear that there are still a lot of concerns and questions around the roundabout 

design, the healthcare and biodiversity/sustainability. We plan to organise further feedback sessions in 

future to focus on these topics, so watch this space! In the meantime please feel free to email us your ideas 

and thoughts about the roundabout design, we can pass these on to the planning officers for consideration 

by the developer. 

• The news of the decision on Valley Park was featured in a February edition of the Didcot 

Herald: https://www.heraldseries.co.uk/news/19111212.plans-4-000-homes-valley-park-near-didcot-

delayed/?fbclid=IwAR2itsHerQwA3Ghqs8J1xdgNZGn1zMsK6nW0GPI6Zz6cnDVmPQ_8IwK9iVE   

Didcot Garden Town Project  
The most up-to-date source of information on the Didcot Garden Town is the website: 
www.whitehorsedc.gov.uk/didcotgardentown 
 

Over the past year, there have been a series of online public meetings relating to the Didcot Garden Town. These 

‘sounding board’ meetings have allowed residents, businesses, and parish councils to provide their views and 

feedback to the district council, county council and other partners who make up the Didcot Garden Town Advisory 

Board. The details of these meetings are published on the council website and social media pages in advance, so we 

encourage all residents to attend where possible, as all four parishes in our ward are within the Didcot Garden Town 

Area of Influence. 

The following press releases provide more information on the details of the Didcot Garden Town meetings held over 

the past year: 

https://www.whitehorsedc.gov.uk/uncategorised/businesses-based-in-the-didcot-garden-town-area-invited-to-join-

new-sounding-board/ 

https://www.whitehorsedc.gov.uk/uncategorised/residents-feedback-and-update-on-local-projects-discussed-at-

didcot-garden-town-advisory-board/ 

https://www.whitehorsedc.gov.uk/uncategorised/didcot-residents-and-groups-invited-to-new-garden-town-event/ 

Conclusion 
Thank you for taking the time to read our annual report. We hope that this time next year we will be able to report 

less news relating to COVID-19 and more on activities and events taking place in the community, where we can meet 

with residents in person once again. Until then, we will continue to keep you updated on council matters and the 

council’s response to COVID-19 through monthly parish council reports, parish newsletter articles, and on our 

dedicated councillor Facebook Page: Cllrs Hayleigh Gascoigne & Sarah Medley. Please do not hesitate to email us 

with any issues or concerns – our email addresses are below: 

hayleigh.gascoigne@whitehorsedc.gov.uk and sarah.medley@whitehorsedc.gov.uk.     
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