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Robert Courts M.P. 

(via e-mail) 17th April 2018 

 

Dear Mr. Courts, 

I am writing on behalf of the Eynsham Society to express our dismay at your support for Oxfordshire 

County Council’s half-baked scheme to alleviate congestion on the A40, which will in practice do 

nothing of the sort.  It is of course welcome news that Government funding is at last  available to 

address the well-known and long-standing problems, but the proposed bus lanes and dual carriageway 

will not improve matters and may even make them worse. 

Consider first the bus lanes.  The figure below is taken from OCC’s consultation document of 2015, 

which also records the traffic volume as 23-30,000 movements per day. 

 

 
There are two very notable features about this diagram.  The first is the claim that 72% of eastbound 

vehicles during the morning peak period are bound for Oxford, which has since been used to justify 

bus lanes as the solution (“The answer is more buses – now what’s the question?” seems to be a local 

government mantra in this area).  The second is that the figures add up to 100%, meaning that 

apparently no vehicles are heading northwards or eastwards beyond Oxford – e.g. to the 

northbound M40 or M1, or even to more local destinations such as Kidlington, Banbury or Bicester.  

This is frankly not credible and means that the entire strategy is based on bogus figures.  This is 

indeed evident now that eastbound A40 traffic separates into three lanes at the remodelled Wolvercote  

roundabout: the north, the east (ring road) and the south (city centre); the latter is always the shortest 

queue. Remarkably, an OCC traffic planner with whom I raised this issue insisted that the figures 

were correct! 

Unfortunately, there is no breakdown of exactly where the Oxford-bound traffic – certainly much less 

than 72% - is heading, but it certainly cannot all be to central Oxford where the buses go to.  If one 

takes a conservative estimate that 6,000 vehicles travel eastbound in the morning peak period, 72% 

would be 4,300 vehicles, and it is hard to believe that these could all be accommodated in the city 
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centre.  It is instead highly probable that much of the Oxford-bound traffic is actually heading to the 

major employment sites in Headington (John Radcliffe Hospital, Churchill Hospital, Oxford 

University Old Road Campus, Oxford Brookes University) and Cowley (BMW plant).  A bus lane 

which disappears temporarily at Cassington bridge and does not even reach the Wolvercote 

roundabout is hardly likely to provide a viable alternative to the car for these destinations: even if 

new buses were to run to Headington, they would be stuck in the stationary traffic on the Oxford 

Northern Bypass heading for the southbound M40. 

In addition, the numbers do not add up.  It is unlikely that buses could run along the A40 at intervals 

of less than 10 minutes, given the congestion at the Wolvercote roundabout, the fact that the bus lane 

would end west of the Duke’s Cut railway/canal bridge, and the general congestion in Oxford city 

centre resulting from the radial nature of all the bus services.  At 74 passengers per bus, that amounts 

to 888 passengers in a 2-hour peak period.  Even discounting the people who already use the bus, that 

would make little dent in 4,300 vehicle movements (many with more than one occupant), even in the 

unlikely event that the bus company could find the additional buses needed. 

Now consider the proposed Park & Ride at Eynsham.  It is hard to think of a less useful place for 

it - who would use it?  Obviously not Eynsham or Cassington residents, and probably not those in 

Witney, who could catch the bus there instead of driving halfway to Oxford first.  That leaves a 

relatively small population in the Hanboroughs (who have the alternative of rail if they are in fact 

going to the city centre) and in the villages south of Eynsham (Sutton, Stanton Harcourt etc.) who 

would probably rat-run through Eynsham to get to the P&R via Witney Road rather than using the 

Eynsham eastern bypass and then having to drive westwards.  Further, at an initial 500 spaces the 

P&R could take up most of the available bus seats without making a significant reduction in car 

numbers. 

Next consider the proposed extension of the existing dual carriageway to Eynsham, solely to 

allow Witney residents to reach a Park and Ride which clearly should be sited on the outskirts of 

Witney itself.  This is a massive waste of money – siting the P&R near the current eastern limit of the 

dual carriageway would be a far better option and would cost much less.  Worse, extending the dual 

carriageway to Eynsham would cause a “perfect storm” of congestion on the western side of the 

village, with north-south traffic to the P&R contending against west-east A40 traffic, including the 

convergence of the eastbound traffic into a single lane.  It is hard enough to get out of Eynsham during 

rush hour, and this would make it nearly impossible. 

Now consider the effect of the bus lanes on cycling.  OCC claims to promote cycling as a healthy, 

pollution-free and congestion-reducing mode of transport, which indeed it is – I myself commuted to 

Headington by bike for 14 years until recently, and it was much faster and infinitely preferable to the 

alternative of a bus into Oxford and another out to Headington (why are all the bus services designed 

to maximise congestion in the city centre by operating radially, with no orbital service round the ring 

road?)  Unfortunately, in practice OCC is not at all cycle-friendly.  The existing A40 cycle paths are 

poorly surfaced and even worse drained, and are so overgrown that the usable width is in places less 

than a metre.  Even when new facilities are designed, as at the recent revamp of the Wolvercote and 

Cutteslowe roundabouts, failure to consider cycle traffic has resulted in crossings which are unfit for 

use by cyclists, especially those with tandems, child trailers or recumbent bikes.  There is therefore 

no confidence that the new A40 plans will improve matters. 

The bus lane design attempts to cram one or even two bus lanes into the existing footprint of the A40, 

which is patently not wide enough – hence the missing bus lane over Cassington bridge.  The plan is 

to remove the southern cycle path, which is the one most people use because it avoids cycling against 

the dazzle of oncoming headlights when returning home westbound after dark.  The surviving cycle 

path was shown in an early design as about 30cm from the traffic, which would in practice be lethal 

– the recommended separation from traffic at more than 30mph is 2-3 metres.  The latest design 

provides an adequate buffer but crams the cycle path within 50cm of the hedgerow, much of which 

is mature trees from the 1930s planting with the rest largely hawthorn and brambles.  The latter grow 

horizontally at eye-level and can put on up to 15cm per day in the growing season, so the cycle path 
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will be unusable unless the hedgerows are either grubbed up or pruned at least twice a week.  At 

present the southern cycle path is mostly 2-3 metres from the hedgerow and is still often blocked by 

brambles and low-hanging branches.  It is probable that the bus lane “solution” will reduce cycle 

commuting or even extinguish it altogether. 

Finally consider the effect of the 3,200 new houses (initially!) which West Oxfordshire District 

Council is planning to dump (there really is no other word for it) on Eynsham.  The village certainly 

needs some more housing, especially low-cost flats and starter homes, and this is acknowledged in 

the Neighbourhood Plan which has just been submitted, but only 450 of these houses (already 

representing a significant near-25% expansion of the village) are for West Oxfordshire use.  The 

remainder are for WODC’s compulsory share of Oxford’s “unmet housing need”, which is highly 

questionable and should be challenged.  By carefully avoiding any real consideration of alternatives, 

WODC has concluded that Eynsham is the only possible site.  It is pretending that 2,200 of the houses 

would be in a separate “Garden Village”  (misleadingly entitled “Cotswold Garden Village”, though 

the site is not in the Cotswolds) on environmentally-sensitive farmland north of the A40, and has 

even obtained Government funding towards it despite the fact that by WODC’s own admission it fails 

most of the criteria, notably isolation from other settlements (it will be nearer to north Eynsham 

houses than the latter are to the village centre).  It is also hard to believe that the “Garden Village” 

will be self-sufficient from the outset, so it will place even more strain on Eynsham’s facilities, 

especially the schools and the medical centre which are already oversubscribed. 

Nearly trebling the size of Eynsham may well be disastrous for the village as a community, but it 

will be positively catastrophic in its effect on the A40 traffic situation.  By definition, 2,750 of these 

houses are a dormitory for Oxford and will presumably generate daily commuter traffic of up to 5000 

people (it is unlikely that any of the houses will be affordable on a single salary).  These numbers 

utterly dwarf the capacity of the proposed bus lane and can only result in gridlock of the A40 unless 

a real solution is found. And that, of course, is before taking into account the additional housing 

planned for Witney, at least some of which will result in additional commuter traffic to Oxford. 

Your predecessor as MP for Witney made much of “localism” – the concept that people would have 

a real say in planning decisions which affect them.  Regrettably, this seems in practice to be empty 

rhetoric – both OCC and WODC appear to be hell-bent on steam-rollering through plans which have 

no local support and cannot possibly solve the problems, and both are deaf to reasoned argument.  As 

a result, Eynsham feels it has been thrown to the wolves, despite the much-appreciated efforts of 

Cllrs. Charles Mathew (OCC) and Peter Emery (WODC) to provide a minority voice of reason. 

Squandering £150 million on a hare-brained scheme for unworkable bus lanes, a mis-sited Park 

& Ride and an entirely pointless dual carriageway seems to be both a missed opportunity and a very 

poor use of taxpayers’ money.  We urge you to use whatever influence you have with the councils to 

search for a better solution which will actually work.  A good start would be to hold a public meeting 

in Eynsham at which alternatives could be discussed, preferably with accurate figures distributed 

beforehand. 

I apologise for the length of this letter, but these are complex issues and it is unlikely that you have 

been adequately briefed on them.  I am copying it to Cllrs. Mathew and Emery, to Eynsham Parish 

Council, to Eynsham Planning Improvement Campaign (EPIC), to Witney Area CPRE, and to those 

candidates for Eynsham/Cassington in the May elections for whom I can find e-mail addresses. 

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

(signed) 

 

Jolyon Cox 

Hon Sec., The Eynsham Society 

 


