Chair’s Report to Wootton Annual Parish Meeting
I am pleased to submit this report on the work of the Parish Council during the year 2025-26. The Council’s financial statements for the year are submitted by our Clerk and Responsible Financial Officer, Rachel Faulkner.
In terms of the membership of the council, the parish councillors elected in May 2024 - Frances Bates, Pauline Briggs, David Knight, Fiona Mackinlay, and John Salter - served throughout the year. Sadly, Marcus Brown had to retire because of work commitments but in the by-election, which was held following his resignation, Jonathan Reynolds was elected.  We much appreciated his commitment to help the council. Thus, we were able to operate with a full membership for virtually the whole year. I am grateful to all the councillors for their time and commitment, as a stable membership is important for the continuity of our work on behalf of the village. 
I must also record that our Clerk and RFO, Cathy Fleet, had to retire in the early summer because of work and family commitments.  We benefitted from her wide experience in parish administration and have appreciated the help and support she has given our new Clerk, Rachel Faulkner during the handover period.   We appointed Rachel last summer and she was able to start work almost immediately.   Since then she has worked hard to ensure the smooth transfer of responsibilities and to keep the administration of the council at the high standard we have enjoyed in recent years.     She has the advantage of living nearby in Woodstock and thus is a close observer of life in Wootton. 
As the report from the Clerk and RFO will testify the finances of the council continue to improve.  We continue to build up our reserves to be able to cope with the challenges of future maintenance costs, most especially to the roof of the Burditch hall, but also to be able to make improvements in the common parts of the village.  With the continued pressures to reduce spending in the main local authorities we can see the prospect of further moves to shift spending on to local parishes. There are other projects we anticipate being able to fund in the coming years, such as measures to improve road safety.
For years people have been reporting concerns about the safety of the A44/B4437 junction at Judds garage.  I can remember several serious road accidents occurring there, including some fatalities. I am glad to report that over the past year good progress has been made and, working with the county and district councils, a scheme is now being prepared to improve the safety of both road traffic and pedestrians.  At the same time improvements to the S3 bus stop, including a shelter, which have been put forward by the parish council, will be implemented.  We hope the details of the new scheme will be published soon for consultation.   We remain concerned about road safety in other parts of the village, especially on the B4027 where the 20mph limit is regularly ignored by drivers. The council keeps an open mind on how best to try to improve safety there, and is always keen to hear suggestions or ideas from village residents.
Thanks to the hard work of the members of the Neighbourhood Plan Steering Group (which brings together village residents and council members) excellent progress has been made.  A pilot survey took place at the Flower Show in 2024 and this was followed in 2025 by a more comprehensive digital and paper survey, alongside an exhibition, to gather more detailed information.  The response rate to the survey was very good and the findings were used to guide the policies put forward in the first consultation, which has just finished.  
The process is slow but the procedural steps are set out in planning law and there is little point in trying to short circuit them. The current stage policies which the Steering Group has drafted will be revised over the next 2 months to be submitted to West Oxfordshire District Council.  They need to certify that the draft meets the legal requirements and doesn’t contradict any current approved policies affecting the village.  Once this approval has been given the draft must be the subject of a second full consultation with the residents of the parish and various statutory bodies. A further period of examination and consultation organised by WODC follows.  The final step is a referendum, again organised by WODC and this is unlikely to take place before the end of this year or early in 2027.     Above all, though the council does feel it important to continue the work, as the benefits in terms of being able to influence development in the village are considerable. There are also financial advantages to the council in being able to access funding provided by developers for local infrastructure.	Comment by Frances Bates: Mostly rewritten. 
We take very seriously the council’s statutory right to inspect and comment on planning applications.  It is a key way in which we can help to preserve the character of the village.   Over the past year, the Parish Council considered 8 planning applications that were referred to us from WODC relating to property extensions or annexes, plus a number of less contentious applications for removing or pruning trees. Where possible we prefer to offer comments and advice at the first stage of the planning process rather than objecting or criticising applications later. But this depends on our being approached early about any potential development.  We are not opposed to every development – but we do wish to retain the character which makes Wootton special.  We are pleased to be able to report that WODC planners carefully consider our comments and suggestions, and our experience is that almost all of them will be included in their final planning decisions.
The other major planning issue during the year has been the continuing progression of the Botley West solar farm proposal through the national planning system. We submitted our response in writing to both phase 1 and 2, concentrating on arguing for mitigation measures such as wider and larger buffer zones and for more information regarding construction and operational traffic. The latest position is that the Secretary of State has told the developers that many parts of their application lack supporting detail and he has extended the statutory timetable to enable them to try to comply.  Whether they will succeed is yet to become clear, but councillors continue to keep any developments under close scrutiny.
Over the year, we have continued to be able to give financial support to key village organisations such as WCAST, Outreach and the village hall, and to ensure that the memorial garden in front of the church is maintained to a high standard.
Finally, I would like to express our thanks to our local county councillor, Andy Graham, especially for his help with the A44 junction improvement scheme.  He has also been genuinely supportive over the parish council’s regular attempts to get the growing number of potholes filled - and as equally frustrated when nothing is done. Thanks are also due to our District Councillors, Tim Sumner and Genny Early. They have all been generous with their time and support for the village.
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