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Henley is at mercy of housing developers 

It has been suggested that my District Councillor’s report to the October JPC meeting did not spell out clearly enough to the residents of Henley the possibility of yet more housing development around the town. 

When I say yet more housing development, I mean the possibility of lots more houses on more sites. These would be over and above the already suggested development of 2,500 homes on and around the former golf course to the north-west of Henley. 

The government wants to build 1.5 million new houses before 2029. It has changed the planning laws overnight – without notice or warning – in an attempt to make that possible. 

The government’s new rules insist that 1,126 homes are built in Stratford District every year. And that all of the new homes that have been built in Stratford District in recent years – easily exceeding the previous government’s target – must be ignored when working out what needs to be built in future. 

Stratford-on-Avon District Council (SDC) – like more than half of all the local planning authorities in the country – effectively lost control in September of local housing development. It probably won’t be able to stop speculative housing schemes happening in the District over the next year at least. 

As I reported in October, what changed in September was that a government inspector at the planning appeal for Bordon Hill, near Ann Hathaway’s Cottage, said that SDC did not have what is known as a ‘five-year housing land supply’. This is the number of houses the government expects to be built in Stratford District over the next five years. 

All local planning authorities must show they have enough new homes likely to be delivered over the next five years to meet government housing targets.

For practical purposes, SDC’s Core Strategy for planning in the District is now ‘out of date’ as a result of the appeal decision. Similarly, Henley’s Neighbourhood Development Plan – which adds local detail about Henley to SDC’s Core Strategy – will be given ‘less weight’ than the government’s need for more homes to be built.

The government inspector at the appeal ruled at the appeal that SDC’s five-year housing land supply (5YHLS) was actually only 2.74 years. In housing terms, that was 2,285 homes under target. 

Not long ago, SDC’s 5YHLS was over 20 years, but that was under the old rules. 

The absence of a 5YHLS means that SDC’s existing planning policies are considered out of date and planning permission should be granted unless there are very good reasons against. The balance has been ‘tilted’ in favour of development.

Not having a 5YHLS means the Green Belt around Henley does not now provide adequate protection against ‘inappropriate development’. Furthermore, ‘better quality’ Green Belt land is equally at risk of development if the site is close to a railway station. ‘Grey belt’ land does not necessarily have to be developed first. 

SDC – and by association the JPC – is in a very weak position to defend any refusal to grant planning permission. 

Opportunistic developers may now try to force through new housing schemes around Henley while SDC plays catch up. 

SDC now has two priorities: restoring its five-year housing land supply and striving at the same time to finish the South Warwickshire Local Plan (SWLP). 
The former may mean having to grant planning permissions to sites that SDC would have refused previously.

Indeed, SDC may welcome smaller housing developments that help restore the five-year housing land supply more quickly. Somewhere between 3,500 and 4,000 new homes will be needed; it is not possible to be precise as the exact number will change with time.

An action plan has been drawn up by SDC to restore its 5YHLS. It is looking for example at locations within its Core Strategy for the District that were regarded as suitable for housing and haven’t yet been used; similarly, sites identified by Neighbourhood Development Plans in the District that haven’t yet come forward.

More details are available on the SDC website in Graham Nelson’s report ‘Options for boosting the supply of housing land’ in Cabinet papers for the 6 October meeting. 

Whether a site is or isn’t referred to in either the emerging SWLP – such as the former golf course in Henley – is largely irrelevant and certainly cannot be relied on as a potential ground for refusing a planning application. 

It is therefore not inconceivable that Henley could literally be surrounded by new housing development – many thousands of houses – over the next few years. 

SDC must restore its 5YHLS before December 2026. This is the government deadline for submitting a proposed SWLP. The former golf course site in Henley is one of 24 ‘strategic growth’ sites SDC is still considering for inclusion in the SWLP. A decision on these sites – as well as 12 potential new settlements, including the Bearley-Wilmcote location – has yet to be made. 

Getting the SWLP finished as soon as possible is now crucial. It is only by maintaining an up-to-date Local Plan – providing sufficient new homes to meet government targets – that SDC will be able to retain effective control of where these new houses are built and, more crucially, the services and community facilities needed to support them. 

Stratford proposes two Warwickshire councils

Local government in Warwickshire should be split into two unitary councils for South and North Warwickshire. This is the recommendation of a 428-page report before Stratford-on-Avon District Council’s (SDC’s) Cabinet on Monday, 10th November.

The Cabinet will be asked to recommend the move to the full SDC Council the following week. 

Under the proposal, SDC itself will disappear – as will Warwickshire County Council (WCC) – and there will be a single unitary local authority for the area now comprising Stratford and Warwick Districts. Known as South Warwickshire Council, this authority will provide all of the services in the area that are currently the responsibility of SDC and WCC. 

Assuming SDC’s Cabinet and full Council approve the proposal, it will be submitted to government by 28 November as SDC’s formal response to the government’s invitation to consider local government reorganisation in Warwickshire.  

Consultant Deloitte has prepared a comprehensive business case for separate North and South unitary bodies that will form SDC’s response. The same response is likely to be made by Warwick District Council and those borough councils – North Warwickshire,   Nuneaton & Bedworth and Rugby – that will form the North Warwickshire authority.

WCC has prepared a rival case for a single unitary body for the whole of the county.

Both a single unitary and a two-unitary approach will save money, according to Deloitte, thus meeting one of the government’s six criteria. 

“While the single unitary may generate marginally more savings in the process of reorganisation itself, the opportunity for service transformation in the two-unitary model offers the potential for much greater long-term financial benefit,” according to Deloitte.

“The two unitary model would be substantially more financially efficient in the long-term than the single county unitary.”

The consultant also points out: “This two-council model provides organisations that are close enough to residents to reflect their priorities and sense of place. It also provides sufficient scale to be financially sustainable.”

This view was supported by the public consultation across the whole of the county. Almost three-quarters of all respondents – 73% – supported the two unitary model; while the response in favour in Stratford District was even higher at 78%. 

North and South Warwickshire are “two very different places”, according to the Deloitte report. The North is home to younger, more diverse and more deprived communities than the county average. It includes 21 of Warwickshire’s 22 most deprived neighbourhoods, with higher health inequalities and lower average household incomes.

South Warwickshire, in contrast, is an area of rural landscapes, historic towns and villages, and globally-recognised tourism, but has major issues of connectivity and access to services, particularly in rural areas, as well as of affordable housing for young people.

Reducing inequalities, promoting regeneration and connecting people to growth would be the aims of North Warwickshire Council; while South Warwickshire Council would prioritise managing good growth, improving housing affordability, reducing rural isolation and supporting healthy ageing.

“As the needs of the two areas are distinct, two councils will allow focused interventions; rather than a single council trying to fight on all fronts or prioritising some issues and services, while risking leaving some communities behind,” the report says. 

A single unitary body for Warwickshire is “an argument for little change” and is a missed opportunity to target resources to where they are most needed. A super-council of more than 600,000 people, it argues, would be third-largest local authority in England and would be too broad and too remote.

Two unitary councils, on the other hand, each serving 350,000 people, would be above the current average population size for unitary councils in England.

“A fresh start is required. Two new councils represent a transformational beginning,” Deloitte concludes.

Government will consider the submissions and its response will be the subject of a formal, government-led consultation next spring, most likely before the ‘pre-election period’ for May elections. There are no elections in Stratford District, but that’s not the case for other Warwickshire councils.

A government decision on the future of local government in Warwickshire is then expected in the summer of 2026, after the May 2026 elections. The new council or councils are timetabled to take over in May 2028.  
[bookmark: _GoBack]District Council announces Community Grant Scheme

Stratford on Avon District Council has announced a Community Grant Scheme worth £350,000. 

Town and Parish Councils, charities and community groups may apply for a share of £350,000 to support their valuable community assets during the 80th anniversary year of VE and VJ day. 

The fund has been made available to honour and secure an enduring legacy of the 80th anniversary of VE and VJ days by revitalising community spaces as living memorials to the sacrifice, resilience and community spirit that secured the peace, freedom and self-determination we now enjoy as a nation.
 
The scheme is for capital projects to improve local community facilities, such as community centres, village halls, parks and recreation areas, outdoor spaces and for creating new facilities. Communities will be enabled to continue supporting and enhancing the services offered by these valuable resources. 

If you know of a community hall that needs a new roof, a park that needs some new play equipment or a memorial hall in need of a new kitchen, there are two different pots to apply for: Small Grants (£5,000-£20,000) or Large Grants (£20,001-£100,000).
 
More details can be found on the website: Community Grant Scheme 2025 | Stratford-on-Avon District Council
 
There will also be three information sessions to find out more, meet the project team and discuss ideas, on Wednesday 12th, Thursday 13th and Friday 14th November.
 
The application process will open after these sessions, and the deadlines for applications are 31st January for Small Grants and 27th February for Large Grants.
 
If you have any questions, or want to book a space at one of the information sessions, please email socialinclusion@stratford-dc.gov.uk.


Get yourself checked out

Don’t forget to take advantage of the prostate cancer screening programme being subsidised by Stratford District Council that’s coming to Henley this month.

Prostate cancer is the most common cancer in men. One in eight men will get it. Yet the NHS does not routinely screen for prostate cancer. 

A simple blood test is all that’s required. Local men aged over 40 years can have a test for the subsidised price of just £14. 

Diabetes and cholesterol tests will also be available fpr £14 each for both men and women aged over 18 years old.

The blood tests will be carried out between 10.00 and 14.00 at Henley Memorial Hall, Station Road on Saturday, 22nd November. But you must register in advance. 

Find out more and how to register for a blood test today at https://sdc.mypsatests.org.uk or call 01926 419959. 



