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Dear Parish Councillors and Residents,
Here are some updates and news I have gathered for you. Please provide any feedback, if its too much or not enough and of course any more information on a specific topic I can help with. I have put in BOLD the items which I think may be specifically appropriate for the Parishes to consider advertising or acting upon
[image: ]
Best wishes,
Johnny
Didcot – Oxford Rail Line Closure: Buses Replacing Trains (1–8 February 2026)
Major engineering work at Oxford Station means the rail line between Didcot Parkway and Oxford will be fully closed for eight days at the start of February. All services on this stretch will be replaced by buses.
Why is this happening?
Network Rail is demolishing and replacing the Botley Road railway bridge, installing infrastructure for Oxford’s new Platform 5, and carrying out work required for the Oxford Station Enhancement Project.
· Closure dates: Sunday 1 February – Sunday 8 February 2026
· All trains between Didcot Parkway and Oxford cancelled
· Replacement buses will operate:
· 2 buses per hour non‑stop Didcot ↔ Oxford
· 1 bus per hour calling at Radley
· CrossCountry will run buses Didcot ↔ Oxford ↔ Banbury
· Rail replacement services depart from the front of Didcot station and Becket Street long‑stay car park in Oxford
What Parishes Can Do
· Share the closure dates (1–8 February) with commuters
· Encourage residents to check National Rail journey planners before travelling
· Highlight that services may be busier than usual, with longer journey times
· Signpost the official engineering works page:
https://www.nationalrail.co.uk/engineering-works/didcot-parkway-oxford-20260201/


Free Park & Ride Bus Travel Offer to Continue Until March 2026
Oxfordshire County Council has confirmed that free Park & Ride bus journeys will now continue until 31 March 2026. The scheme was introduced on 29 October 2025 alongside the temporary congestion charge and has seen a large increase in usage.
Why the extension?
The scheme has proven extremely popular, with over 179,000 additional Park & Ride journeys in the first two months compared with the previous year. Increased usage is helping to reduce traffic, speed up buses, and improve air quality. Income from the temporary congestion charge is being reinvested to fund the offer.
Key Details
· Free travel valid until: 31 March 2026
· Who can travel free: Up to two adults and three children with a valid Park & Ride parking ticket
· Where it applies: On any Stagecoach, Oxford Bus Company, or Thames Travel bus that stops at an Oxford Park & Ride site
· Parking cost: £2.50 for up to 16 hours (bus travel element is free)
· Usage increase: Redbridge Park & Ride up 63%, others also showing significant growth
What Parishes Can Do
· Share the extended free travel period (until 31 March 2026) with residents
· Encourage residents travelling to Oxford to use Park & Ride as the cheapest and fastest option
https://news.oxfordshire.gov.uk/free-park-and-ride-bus-travel-offer-to-continue/
REMINDER - Consultation – Improving Oxfordshire’s Fire and Rescue Service
Oxfordshire County Council is consulting on proposals to improve how the Fire and Rescue Service responds to emergencies and delivers community safety. The aim is to ensure:
· More fire engines available during peak risk times
· Faster response to incidents across Oxfordshire
· Better alignment of resources to areas of greatest need
· Futureproofing the service for growth and sustainability
Why change?
· Currently, fewer firefighters are on duty during the day, when emergencies are most frequent, and more at night, when incidents are less common.
· This imbalance can lead to slower daytime response times and costly overtime.
· Changes projected to deliver £189k–£310k annual efficiencies by reducing overtime and fleet costs and allow reinvestment into prevention work and modern facilities
· Proposals are based on independent modelling and include reshaping prevention and protection work.
More locally, Impact on Rural Villages like ours (e.g., Cholsey, Wittenhams, Moretons, Hagbournes): positives.
· Faster daytime response: The main proposal forecasts 1 min 46 sec quicker arrival for the first fire engine during the day.
· More prevention work: Extra daytime capacity means more home safety visits and community risk reduction activities in rural areas.
· No change to the Didcot day crew and key hub station
More locally, negatives;
· Wallingford Fire Station Changes
· If moved to Crowmarsh, this is positive for modern facilities, but it means construction disruption and possible longer travel for some staff.
· On-call firefighters who mainly work during the day may face redundancy risk.
· While daytime response improves, night-time response remains vulnerable due to low on-call availability.
· Staff Morale and Recruitment - Changes to crewing models and relocation may affect morale and retention, especially for on-call firefighters in South Oxfordshire.
Key dates
· Consultation Closes: 20 January 2026
· Decision: Spring 2026 after Cabinet review
What Parishes can do
· Encourage residents to read the consultation document and take the survey:
· Take part here https://letstalk.oxfordshire.gov.uk/ofrs-consultation
· Offer feedback on local priorities (e.g., rural coverage, prevention work)
REMINDER - Your residents will need to book a visit to a household waste recycling centre from January
Oxfordshire County Council has agreed changes to how the county’s seven HWRCs will operate, following a public consultation with over 5,800 responses
Why the changes?
It is designed to improve recycling rates and traffic flow and ensure fairer costs for Oxfordshire taxpayers.
Key Details
· Booking system starts: 14 January 2026
· Residents to book up to two weeks in advance or 30 minutes before visiting.
· Customers must separate recyclable material from mixed waste before visiting.
· £15 charge for non-Oxfordshire residents per visit.
· Van/trailer permits reduced to 10 per year.
What Parishes Can Do
· Share the booking system start date (14 January 2026) with residents.
https://www.oxfordshire.gov.uk/waste-and-recycling/household-waste/household-waste-recycling-centres/book-recycling-centre-visit
· Encourage sorting waste before visiting to comply with new rules.
· Inform residents about permit changes and charges for non-Oxfordshire users.
REMINDER: Councillor Priority Fund – Supporting Local Projects
The Councillor Priority Fund has reopened, offering each Oxfordshire County Councillor £10,000 to support community projects within their division. This funding is designed to help deliver local priorities and strengthen community initiatives.
Parish councils, community groups, and local organisations are encouraged to apply for funding to support projects that benefit residents. Examples might include:
· Improvements to community facilities
· Local environmental initiatives
· Activities that promote wellbeing or inclusion
· Smaller-scale projects are especially encouraged, as the fund is modest and intended to support a wide range of communities across Oxfordshire
Key details:
· Applications must be submitted by 30 November 2026
· Grants are typically paid within 28 days of approval
· Applicants must register for an account to apply and track progress
· Monitoring and reporting are required for successful projects
To ensure your project meets the funding criteria, please read the guidance document before applying.
What parishes can do:
· Identify local projects that could benefit from modest funding 
· Collaborate with community groups to develop proposals
· Submit applications early to allow time for review and payment
Keep records and be prepared to report on outcomes
For more information or to apply, visit the Councillor Priority Fund page.
https://service.oxfordshire.gov.uk/councillorpriorityfund
INFO: Council Warns of Major Budget Challenges Following Government Funding Cuts
Oxfordshire County Council has published its draft budget for 2026/27, warning of significant financial pressures due to changes in government funding distribution.
Why this matters
A new funding formula redistributes money away from Oxfordshire, creating a £5.4m gap for 2026/27 and at least £14m more savings needed in 2027/28.
By 2028/29, grant funding will reduce by £24.1m, excluding a £3.1m ring-fenced increase for Families First Partnership.
The government assumes councils will raise Council Tax by 4.99% annually for the next three years.
Key Details
Budget setting date: 10 February 2026.
Options include:
· Use of reserves and bank interest income.
· Reduced contingency for pay inflation.
· Additional £1.5m savings from services in 2026/27.
Positive investments proposed for this FY:
· £4m drainage improvements over two years.
· £150k Wantage Market Place redesign.
· Library upgrades: £360k Wantage, £250k Goring (+£500k in 2027/28), £550k Didcot.
· £14m adult social care, £19m children’s services.
· £400k park & ride ticket scheme continuation.
· £320k bus stop digital display maintenance.
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