
OXFORD CAMBRIDGE EXPRESSWAY – SUBMISSION TO HIGHWAYS 

ENGLAND  

THE ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT OF THE S2 CORRIDOR 
 
“I hold the very strong opinion that in no circumstances should a motorway be routed through any 
part of Ot Moor nor through the Bernwood Forest complex” – M40 Enquiry Inspector’s report. 
 
1.1 Nature Conservation 
 
A recent Highways England document lists five broad Strategic Objectives for the Expressway. Number 
four is ‘Protect the historic and environmental assets of the region.’ 1 
 
This section of evidence will show that the east-of-Oxford subroute (‘S2’), far from protecting historic 
and environmental assets, is the subroute corridor most likely to harm them; most significantly, by 
impacting on the irreplaceable habitats and species of Otmoor, the historic landscape of semi-wild 
wetland and grazing marsh that stretches from Beckley in the south to Fencott in the north, and from 
Islip in the west to Horton-cum-Studley in the east.  

 
1.1.1 Shotover to Otmoor 
 
Before it reaches Otmoor, S2 appears – from the information released – to cross Shotover Hill and the 
A40 between Thornhill and Forest Hill before heading north through Green Belt to the vicinity of 
Beckley. In addition to being a Conservation Target Area, Shotover is itself an important SSSI and 
nature reserve with over 4100 species recorded in recent years, including species new to science, 
species new to Britain, and species recorded less than a dozen times in the UK in the past century. 
(Source: Shotover Wildlife.) Ivan Wright, Chair of Shotover Wildlife, particularly highlights its national 
importance as a habitat for bees and beetles.  
 
Large parts of Shotover are heath and acidic grassland which are unusually sensitive to nitrogen 
pollution. To the north-east, Shotover House is a Grade 1 listed house surrounded by ancient parkland, 
with the protection that implies. 
 
S2 then appears to cross the Oxford Heights East Conservation Target Area roughly between Stanton 
St John and Beckley. Although overshadowed by the importance of the areas to the north and south, 
this patch of Green Belt would in any other context be considered a remarkable environmental asset 
in its own right.  
 
To take one example, Brown Hairstreak butterflies, which are protected under Section 41 of the 
National Environment and Rural Communities Act 2006 (NERC), are also a Biodiversity Action Plan 
(BAP) priority species, and are on the UK red list as ‘Vulnerable’, have been recorded by Butterfly 
Conservation (Upper Thames Branch) numerous times in this area. Their colonies have been noted 
directly along the putative S2 route, outside the nature reserves or SSSIs – for example at the Beckley-
Woodperry juncture of the Beckley/Horton-cum-Studley road; at Upper Park Farm, Beckley; on the 
Oxfordshire Way east of Beckley; at Beckley Park NW field; at Ventfield Farm, Horton-cum-Studley, 
and so on northwards all the way to Merton, Upper Arncott and Ambrosden. (Source: BCUTB records.)   
 
Lepus Europeus, the European Brown Hare, has declined further than any other native wild mammal 
apart from water vole and is another BAP priority species. It is found on the farmland in Oxfordshire 
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Heights East and around Otmoor generally. These fields are also rich in invertebrates and uncommon 
flora. (Source: TVERC, Thames Valley Environmental Records Centre). 
 
This area also contains the Sydlings Copse and College Pond SSSI. Like many other woodlands around 
Otmoor, including nearby Stowood, this is a remnant of the former Royal Hunting Forest that covered 
much of this area in the tenth and eleventh centuries. Today it is managed as a nature reserve by 
BBOWT, who say of it: 
 
Enjoy this secluded wildlife gem - once described as one of the richest habitats in middle England - 

throughout the seasons. 
 
Sheer variety 
 

The diversity of this small nature reserve is quite staggering. Boasting ancient broadleaved 
woodland, limestone grasslands, reedbed, fen, a stream and rare Oxfordshire heathland, the 

reserve supports over 400 plant species. The site is also teeming with birds and insect life; 
butterflies include the purple hairstreak, brown hairstreak, common blue and marbled white. 

 
1.1.2. Stanton St John/Beckley to Murcott/Fencott (Otmoor) 
   
From Oxfordshire Heights East, S2 would appear to pass over the eastern side of Otmoor along a 
trajectory originally proposed for the M40 motorway in 1980. (Source: CPRE / M40 enquiry evidence.) 
Otmoor is a wetland basin of over 1900 hectares, first drained and enclosed for agriculture in the 
1800s. That draining was largely unsuccessful, and as a result Otmoor is unique, not just in Oxfordshire, 
but in the entire Midlands and Greater London region.2 As the 1983 M40 enquiry demonstrated, 
maintaining the integrity of this ancient habitat and its wildlife is a matter of national concern.  
 
While approximately 450 ha of Otmoor is now nature reserve or SSSI, the key point we wish to make 
is that the whole moor is a fragile ecological unit, a haven for rare and protected species which would 
be catastrophically impacted by any new road-building. 
 
1.1.2.1 Defining ‘Otmoor’ 
 
Confusingly, the name ‘Otmoor’ can be used to mean different things. It is both the name of the 
principal SSSI, occupying land owned by the MOD, and of the wider RSPB nature reserve. ‘Otmoor’ is 
also used to describe the area within the outer ditch drain covered by the Environmentally Sensitive 
Area (ESA) designation in 1995. Historically, however, Ot moor or Otmoor was defined as the flat wet 
plain encircled by the ‘Seven Towns of Otmoor’ (Beckley, Horton-cum-Studley, Fencott, Murcott, 
Charlton-on-Otmoor, Oddington and Noke). It is this entire area, uncrossed by any road since Roman 
times, that comprises the environmental and historical asset.  
 
A 2008 report to Defra concerning Otmoor ESA, one of the first UK studies to employ an ecosystem 
services approach, noted: 
 

The Otmoor protected area covers approximately 1100 hectares of Oxfordshire farmland. 
The site represents one of the most important wetland areas in central-southern England 
… [and] carries a range of designations and consequently differing management 
practices.3  
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Otmoor and surrounding wider area: SSSIs (green), priority habitat floodplain grazing marsh 
(blue), priority habitat ancient woodlands (green hue) and ESA stewardship areas (hatched). 
Source: Natural England Magic Map 
 
 
 

       
    Altitude map of the moor 
 



 
1.1.2.2 “An historical and unique setting.” 
 
Otmoor was described by the Inspector at the M40 Enquiry in his findings as ‘an historical and unique 
setting.’ Historians single out in particular the Otmoor Riots of 1829, a series of protests and acts of 
civil disobedience against enclosure and ditch-building, the first of a number of widespread social 
rebellions throughout southern England that came to be known as the ‘Captain Swing’ movement. 
 
The Otmoor riots demonstrated above all that the ‘Seven Towns’ thought of themselves as one circular 
community – the ‘moormen’ – sharing the benefits of a single landscape. In those days the communal 
asset primarily provided hunting and grazing. Today, it provides tranquillity, social cohesion and a 
sense of special identity. To split one or more of the Seven Towns from the others would be to damage 
all of them.    
 
1.1.2.2 Habitats and their dependent species 
 
Otmoor is best thought of as a series of concentric circles. At the very centre is 22 ha of reedbed – the 
only large reedbed in the county. Around that is grazing marsh; around that, ancient damp meadow, 
and around that, patches of ancient woodland. All form one interdependent system in which every 
part is as valuable as the others. 
 
Floodplain fen meadow 
 
The principal habitat is floodplain fen meadow, also called grazing marsh, supporting numerous 
endangered wetland plants. (Tremayne and Lackie, 2001.) The ecological consultant Dr Judith Webb 
highlights in particular the fen violet Viola stagnina, which is on the national red list of endangered 
species, the rare plants register, and protected under Schedule 8 of the Wildlife and Countryside Act 
1981; it is the only significant population in the whole of the UK. Other red list or RPR species include 
true fox sedge Carex vulpine, downy sedge Carex filiformis, meadow thistle Cirsium dissectum, long 
stalked yellow sedge Carex lepidocarpa, flea sedge Carex pulicaris, tubular water dropwort Oenanthe 
fistulosa, tawny sedge Carex hostiana, tormentil Potentilla erecta, quaking grass Briza media, and 
lesser spearwort Ranunculus flammula. Three species of orchids are found locally, including the green 
winged orchid.  
 
Otmoor has also been designated an Important Stonewort Area (ISA) by Plantlife. Tassel stonewort, 
which grows in the Otmoor basin, is found in only eighteen other sites in the UK. It is a BAP priority 
species and part of English Nature’s Species Recovery programme.  
 
Stonewort only grows in areas with exceptionally high water quality, including low nitrogen associated 
with lack of diesel vehicle pollution.4 A large number of recent studies have highlighted this link 
between diesel emissions and aquatic ecosystems, both by establishing that real-world emissions are 
up to seven times higher than manufacturers’ test figures suggest, and by establishing the link 
between nitrogen oxides and eutrophication.5  
 

                                                           
4 Lambert, S.J., and Davy, A.J., 2010. Water quality as a threat to aquatic plants: discriminating between the 
effects of nitrate, phosphate, boron and heavy metals on charophytes. 
5 See for example T. Karl, M. Graus, M. Striednig, C. Lamprecht, A. Hammerle, G. Wohlfahrt, A. Held, L. von der 
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The Freshwater Trust has also designated the Otmoor basin an Important Freshwater Area. 
 
The Variable Damselfly is another uncommon species highly sensitive to water pollution. It is only 
found in Oxfordshire on Otmoor and near to Abingdon. At least 17 other species of dragonfly have 
been found around Otmoor, including the only Oxfordshire colony of hairy dragonfly, listed by Defra 
as ‘nationally scarce’.  
 
 

 
Floodplain fen meadows at Otmoor (RSPB) 
 
However, it is worth noting that these fragile and protected species are not only found on the 
designated nature reserves. Tassel stonewort, for example, has been recorded on the bridleway next 
to Holt’s Farm, Charlton-on-Otmoor, lesser spearwort at Charlton-on-Otmoor and Fencott, and 
quaking-grass at Arthur’s Acre, east of Fencott (source: TVERC). 
   
Ancient hedgerow 
 
On the east and north of Otmoor is an area of drier clay which supports more Brown Hairstreaks. 
These only feed in continuous blackthorn hedgerows, and so are particularly vulnerable to disruption 
of habitat. Other uncommon, rare and protected butterflies found along this part of the S2 corridor, 
but outside the designated nature reserves or SSSIs - include: White-letter Hairstreak (UK red list 
‘Endangered’; UK BAP; NERC S41); Purple Hairstreak; Brown Argus (rare in farmed environments); 
Small Heath (UK BAP; NERC S41), Purple Emperor and White Admiral (both local BAP species) and 
Black Hairstreak. (Source: extracted from BCUTB records).  
 
Although the Black Hairstreak is no longer listed as endangered, numbers are small and this part of 
Oxfordshire and Bucks has 80% of all those found in the UK – in other words, there is a real possibility 
that it could become endangered again, as a result of poor planning of the expressway. 
 
Otmoor was also the site of the last remaining Oxfordshire colony of Marsh Fritillary butterflies, a 
species vulnerable to extinction across Europe (UK BAP, NERC S41, 1981 W&CA).  Their food, Devils-
bit Scabious, is now being actively managed on Otmoor nature reserves as part of a planned 
reintroduction programme. 
 



Eutrophic standing waters 
 
Otmoor and its environs are rich in eutrophic standing waters, many unmapped: numerous 
widespread, often small, ponds whose lack of fertiliser phosphate and high organic nutrient status 
makes them especially important for wildlife.6 Like fens, these are BAP priority habitats. They are now 
known to be particularly susceptible to vehicle pollution.7  
 
Ancient unimproved meadow 
 
There is an SSSI and nature reserve at Ashram Meads and Murcott Meadows, on the north-east of 
Otmoor, contiguous with the RSPB reserve but managed by BBOWT. The names of the fields – Lower 
Marsh, Upper Marsh, Rowbottom – speak to their hydrological status. Uncommon plants include 
tubular water-dropwort (UK ‘Vulnerable’, BAP priority species), great burnet (“an indication of a rare 
group of plants and flowers flourishing together in a floodplain meadow” – Wildlifetrusts.org), lady’s 
smock, meadow fox-tail and green winged orchid.  
 
Again, these reserves should not be viewed in isolation. Similar unimproved damp meadows are to be 
found around outer Otmoor. Of this habitat, Wildlife Trusts say: 
 

Once awash with wildflowers and alive with insects, our floodplain meadows have been 
drained, damaged and destroyed; now, only 1,600 hectares of these precious habitats 

are left in the whole of the UK. 
 
Ancient woodlands 
 
The area around Otmoor is particularly rich in ancient woodlands, the remains of the Royal Forest of 
Bernwood that covered this area in the tenth and eleventh centuries. Ancient Woodlands are classed 
‘irreplaceable habitats’ under current National Planning Practice Guidance. 
 
There are SSSIs at Whitecross Green Wood and Shabbington Woods. To put these into context, the 
Shabbington Woods complex, at 305ha, is almost three-quarters of the size of the RSBP reserve. If you 
add nearby Waterperry Wood, Holton Wood, Stanton Great Wood and Holly Wood, this 
interconnected woodland system is actually larger than the wetland to its west.  
 
Again, these woodlands should not be seen in isolation. Sydlings Copse, Stowood, Noke Wood and 
others are further remnants of the ancient forest dotted around Otmoor, all of them rich in rare and 
protected species. 
 
Beckley parish, and particularly Grade 1-listed Beckley Park with its Grade II* listed gardens, is 
abundant in unmapped veteran and ancient trees, including oak and ash, which are especially 
important to bats. Veteran trees and historic parkland are also protected under the National Planning 
Policy Framework.   
 
There is a mapped area of Semi-natural Ancient Woodland and Replanted Ancient Woodland at 
Blackwater Wood, alongside the Beckley/Horton-cum-Studley road at the entrance to Beckley Park, 
and Semi-Natural Ancient Woodland on the other side of the road at Stanton Little Wood. These two 
woods in particular are directly in the middle of one projected S2 route. (Source: CPRE.)  As well as 
supporting bats, they are home to a good number of Fallow and Roe deer. 
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Nearby, the Spinney, an area of woodland and hedgerow within Beckley Park, has been particularly 
managed for butterfly conservation. Scarce species recorded there include September Thorn, Brindled 
Beauty, Cinnabar, Figure of Eight, Mouse moth, Sprawler, Green-brindled Crescent, Mottled Rustic, 
Large Wainscot, Dusky Brocade, Large Nutmeg, Sallow, Beaded Chestnut, Deep-Brown Dart, 
Feathered Gothic, Broom moth, Hedge Rustic, Small Square-Spot and Brown Hairstreak. (Source: 
TVERC.)  
 
Nine species of bats have been seen on the RSPB reserve and many have also been recorded in the 
surrounding fields and woods, particularly those around Beckley Park. The Shabbington Woods 
complex is regarded by BBOWT as a nationally important bat habitat, particularly for the BAP priority 
species Barbastelle. Bat roosting places are protected by Schedule 5 of the Wildlife and Countryside 
Act 1981 and Schedule 2 of the Conservation (Natural Habitats etc) Regulations 1994, which defines 
European protected species. 
 
1.1.2.3 Semi-aquatic riparian mammals 
 
Water voles have started breeding on Otmoor despite an 80% national decline. Otters have also been 
sighted at Oddington. (Source: TVERC). Both animals are protected; in the case of otters, by European 
legislation. 
 
1.1.2.4 Semi-aquatic amphibians 
 
All three species of UK newt live on Otmoor: common, palmate and great crested. The great crested 
newt is a national priority species protected under both UK and European law. Frogs and common 
toads are numerous despite the national decline in frogspawn sites. 
 
1.1.2.5 Reptiles 
 
Local reptiles include plentiful common lizards and grass snakes, both protected under the Wildlife 
and Countryside Act 1981.  
 
1.1.2.6 Invertebrates 
 
The ground beetle, Badister meridionalis, is only currently found in the UK at two locations: Otmoor 
and the surrounding area, and part of the Somerset Levels. (Luff, 1998). In 2009 the water beetle 
Enochrus Nigritus (IUCN red list ‘Vulnerable’) was found in 2009 in Greenaways field, as part of a 
survey by Dr Martin Drake that identified twenty-one nationally scarce or rare aquatic species in that 
location alone.  
 
Otmoor is especially prolific in notable hymenoptera (bees and wasps). This includes eight species new 
to science and described from Otmoor specimens; two species new to Great Britain; and five species 
that were recorded in fewer than three sites globally. (Source: Otmoor M40 enquiry.) 
 
There are several uncommon insects on Otmoor whose foodplants are found mainly on unimproved, 
low-pollution meadowland. These include the sawfly Hartiga xanthosoma on meadowsweet, the 
buprestid beetle Trachys troglodytes on Devils-bit Scabious, the longhorn beetle Agapanthia 
villosoviridescens on marsh thistle, and the forester moth Adscita statices on common sorrel. (Source: 
WWT report to Defra) 
 
  



1.1.2.7 Owls 
 
Local owls include Short-eared owl, Barn owl, Little owl and Tawny owl. (Source: TVERC) All are 
protected under Schedule 1 of the Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981.     
 
1.1.2.8 Birds 
 
Otmoor is of course famous for its 400 ha (1,000 acre) wetland RSPB reserve, and in particular for its 
breeding waders and wintering wildfowl. Notable and protected birds include bittern (almost extinct 
in the UK), avocet, golden plover, wigeon, teal, merlin, pintail, peregrine, redstarts, whinchats, hen 
harrier, marsh harrier, starling, and all of Oxfordshire’s breeding snipe, to name just some.  (Source: 
RSPB). Winter murmurations of up to 50,000 starlings (a species that has declined by 66% in recent 
years) attract visitors from long distances.  
 
Just as importantly, the surrounding farmland benefited from traditional field management after the 
creation of the wider ESA in 1995 and supports – amongst others – the BAP priority species curlew, 
lapwing, bullfinch, skylark, reed bunting, corn bunting, grasshopper warbler, kingfisher, cuckoo, 
nightingale, snipe and turtle dove. (Source: Defra, TVERC and Natural England magic map species 
layer.) Turtle dove has suffered a 91% decline in numbers in the UK since 1995 and is listed as 
‘vulnerable’ on the IUCN red list. 
 
The curlew is a good example of how the reserve cannot be viewed in isolation. This bird’s numbers 
declined by 50% between 2005 and 2015 in the Upper Thames river valleys, but a 2016 project in 
which the RSPB worked with farmers outside the reserve to dig shallow water-retaining ‘scrapes’ on 
their land has started to restore numbers across the basin and beyond. The UK’s breeding population 
of curlew is of international importance, being estimated to represent over 30% of the west European 
population. (Source: RSPB.) In addition to its UK legal protections, the curlew and its habitat is 
protected under EU Directive 79/409/EEC. 
 
If a ‘no net loss’ approach is adopted for the habitats and their dependent species listed above, it is 
clear that mitigating for environmental impacts, were S2 to cross or skirt Otmoor, could add large 
sums to the cost of building the expressway – if mitigation on such a scale were even possible.  
  
 
1.1.2.9 Ecosystem services 
 
‘Ecosystem services’ describes a way of looking holistically at all the benefits of a conservation area to 
society, now adopted by Defra.8 The following points are drawn from the WWT report to Defra, 
Management of the Otmoor protected area: Multifunctional wetlands in agricultural landscapes - An 
evaluation of values, impacts and the application of the ecosystem-based approach, McInnes et al, 
2008, attached as an appendix.  
 
The authors highlight ‘a substantial, and growing, body of published information on the economic 
value of wetlands (EFTEC, 2006)’, and point out: 
 

Based on the quantification process, it is suggested that Otmoor has the potential to 
remove or store in excess of 143,000kgN and 20,000kgP on an annual basis. This 
represents a potential sink for nutrients which otherwise would have potentially 
found their way into local watercourses and ultimately the River Ray, adversely 

impacting on in-stream water quality. 
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If excessive nutrients are introduced to Otmoor then the ecological character may 
well alter towards a highly eutrophic system … However, the water quality in the 

River Ray can be poor and is [already] subject to substantial inputs of N and P (Neal et 
al., 2006). Therefore, the removal of nutrients may be required to achieve ‘good 

ecological status’ under the Water Framework Directive. 
 

As a result of climate change wetland areas are increasingly being considered as 
carbon sinks. This ecosystem service may prove to be significant both currently and 

into the future. 
 
The authors also point out the cultural value of the RSPB reserve: 
 

The RSPB Otmoor reserve also provides a quiet countryside experience close to Oxford 
with easy access from the M40, A34 and A40 attracting local birdwatchers and 

members from the local area and further afield. It is one of Oxfordshire’s prime bird 
watching locations. The winter waterfowl create an impressive winter spectacle as 

does the starling roost in the reedbed … The site also attracts good numbers of 
passage waders for an inland site and this is a key attraction especially in May. The 
dragonfly and butterfly populations offer an additional attraction for local people … 

The site is flat and provides easy walking with an extensive network of public rights of 
way and permissive paths on the reserve. The Oxfordshire Way passes along the edge 

of the reserve. 
 

The RSPB has considerable ambition for Otmoor. The reserve is one of the largest 
projects restoring arable land to wetland anywhere in the UK. Over the next 25 years 

the RSPB’s vision is to see the full suite of lowland wetland habitats restored in a 
mosaic, enabling colonisation by species such as bittern, marsh harrier Circus 

aeruginosus, bearded tit Panurus biarmicus, black-tailed godwit Limosa limosa, 
spotted crake Porzana porzana, otter Lutra lutra and marsh fritillary Euphydryas 

aurinia. 
 

The RSPB intends that the reserve will become a flagship demonstration site, being 
used regularly for advisory and education by a wide audience, particularly covering 

wetland restoration and management. The intention is that the local community will 
cherish Otmoor as a valuable resource for recreation, learning and a means to 

enhance their quality of life through developing further the strong links with the local 
community in order to foster understanding, appreciation and support for the work of 

the RSPB. 
 

Whilst there are conceptual difficulties to using such proxies to value the existing use 
and non-use values of a unique area such as Otmoor, they nevertheless could prove to 
be a useful estimate of the value that society has placed on the RSPB reserve both in 

terms of its nature conservation and recreational functions, particularly given that the 
reserve has itself been mostly restored from farmland. A similar-sized area of 

farmland in southern England would be likely to cost in order of £1m [at 2008 prices], 
and considerable expenditure, including a £670,000 Heritage Lottery Grant, has been 
incurred in establishing and managing the reserve. These, discounted to net present 

values, would provide a minimum estimate of the economic cost of recreating an 
equivalent asset elsewhere, although they would not account for the ‘uniqueness’ of 

Otmoor which is unlikely to be replicated. 
 



 

 
Map showing the RSPB reserve (blue) and how it relates to adjacent SSSIs/reserves Otmoor, Murcott 
Meadows and Whitecross Green (green). Source: Natural England Magic Map 
 
 
2. Landscape – cultural and recreational benefits 
 
Otmoor is known as a haven for wildlife, but it is also a haven for people. In addition to birdwatchers, 
the special, eerie quality of remoteness that Otmoor enjoys attracts walkers, artists, writers, 
photographers and many others to enjoy this wilderness just a short distance from Oxford City Centre. 
It is precisely because it is uncrossed by any road, only by multiple public and permissive rights of way, 
that it retains this atmosphere. 
 
This ties into the pledge made by the Department for Transport in 2015: 
 

Tranquillity is one of the features defining landscape, and changes in tranquillity 
will be taken into account in the assessment of landscape impacts.9 

 
Beckley, situated on the only high escarpment above Otmoor, enjoys particularly fine views of this 
landscape. Even if the road were not raised above the floodplain, S2 would easily become the most 
dominant feature of this wide, flat vista.   
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2.1 Landscape: Literary associations  
 
Lewis Carroll is said to have been inspired to create the chessboard landscape of Through the Looking-
Glass while enjoying the view over the moor from the garden of The Abingdon Arms in Beckley:  
 

They walked on in silence until they got to the top of the hill. For some minutes Alice 
stood without speaking, looking out in all directions over the country – and a most 

curious country it was. There were a number of tiny little brooks running straight across 
it from side to side, and the ground between was divided up into squares by a number of 
little green hedges that reached from brook to brook. “I declare it’s marked out just like a 

large chess-board!” Alice said at last. 
 
This famous – and extraordinary – view attracts many visitors to the pub today.  
 
Later, John Buchan used Otmoor’s landscape as the setting for his novels The Blanket of the Dark and 
Midwinter. But his most evocative description comes from Memory Hold-the-Door:  
 

 
Otmoor is divided by rough hedges, but it is undrained and perhaps undrainable. In a wet 
winter it is one vast lagoon: in summer it is a waste of lush grass, and a few mud tracks 
are pitted and ribbed like the seracs of a glacier. Once it was the preserve of the Seven 

Towns of Otmoor which pastured their geese on it, and there were riots early in the last 
century when it was enclosed. Now the Royal Air Force has a bombing-station there, and 

by day it is apt to be a noisy place, but at night and in wild weather it recovers its 
loneliness. To ride or walk there in an autumn twilight is to find oneself in a place as 

removed from man as Barra or Knoydart. 
 
In the 1920’s the novelist Evelyn Waugh rented a caravan in the garden of The Abingdon Arms, from 
which he would have enjoyed exactly the same view as Lewis Carroll fifty years earlier. Waugh initially 
used the caravan as a bolthole for himself and his lover Alastair Graham, the model for Sebastian Flyte 
in Brideshead Revisited, but later took to coming alone to write. When he married, it was to an upstairs 
room at The Abingdon Arms, looking out over Otmoor, that he brought his wife on their honeymoon. 
Subsequently, he came to Beckley during the week to work, returning to London and his wife at 
weekends.  This year the pub commemorates this association with a blue plaque.  
 
Other writers inspired by different aspects of Otmoor include Aldous Huxley, Robert Graves, RD 
Blackmore, AE Coppard and Susan Hill. But these famous names are simply the tip of the iceberg. An 
online search reveals many thousands of amateur poets, bloggers, memoirists and other writers who 
have been touched in some way by a visit to this magical, untouched region; a semi-wilderness of 
landlocked fenland marsh somehow preserved unchanged through the centuries. 
 
 
2.2 Lighting  
 
The Seven Towns of Otmoor have almost no street lighting – Beckley, for example, has just two street 
lights, and some villages have none at all. There is no lighting on any kind on the moor. As a result, the 
area is completely dark at night. 
 
A road on this flat plain would be visible from every side of Otmoor, and this would be exacerbated at 
night. If there were lighting – as has been proposed in the past for sections of the M40, to alleviate 
fog – it would change this vista catastrophically. 
 



2.3 Landscape – M40 Enquiry Inspector’s finding 
 
It should be remembered that landscape was the deciding factor in the choice of the current M40 
route. Following the Public Enquiry into the Department of Transport’s Preferred Route (DTp PR), the 
Inspector found: 
 

8.1.14 
 

I accept the DTp’s contention that there are other matters to take into account 
besides landscape, but in an area where there are extremely important historical 
landscapes, ancient forests, SSSIs, and rare species of flora and fauna which need 

conservation then the landscape situation in my view becomes of paramount 
importance in the choice of route. 

 
 

Ot Moor and the Bernwood Forest Complex 
 

8.1.15 
 

These areas in my opinion constitute the most important landscape setting 
affected by the whole route of the motorway. I accept the evidence of the 

conservation and entomological organisations, ie BBCS, BBONT, JCPBI, CPOGB, OG 
and others, that these areas should be avoided in order that conservation of an 

historical and unique setting (Ot Moor) and other wildlife habitats are preserved 
and not disturbed. I am not convinced by the DTp’s evidence that a motorway 

through these areas is not likely to cause irreparable damage to the scenery and 
wildlife. For example, a motorway located on a 2m embankment across the 

extremely flat area of Ot Moor, together with the bridging of the existing road and 
farm tracks over the PR, would constitute in my opinion an unacceptable intrusion 
into and destruction of a coherent landscape setting with its surrounding villages. 
In addition there is the matter of the height of HGVs above the carriageway to be 
taken into account, as well as lights from traffic at night. The motorway’s route 
between Fencott and Murcott is also likely, in my opinion, to have a damaging 
effect on the close ties between those villages (they are really one village for 

practical purposes) and the vertical intrusions on the scale contemplated (there is 
no way of avoiding this) would be disastrous. I draw attention to the DTp’s reasons 
for not routing the PR adjacent to Noke … I hold the very strong opinion that in no 

circumstances should a motorway be routed through any part of Ot Moor nor 
through the Bernwood Forest complex. 

 
(Source: M40 Extension Scheme, Inspector’s Report, 1985, section 8.1.15) 

 
 
3. Flooding 
 
Otmoor is largely floodplain of the River Ray, and the RSPB have encouraged flooding on the land 
owned or managed by them. Flooding is thus increasingly widespread every winter and spring, and 
some flooding persists year-round. The village of Islip floods so often that villagers in the lower part 
keep sandbags by their doors.   
 
Below is the Environment Agency’s current Flood Zone - High Risk map for this area: 
 



 
 
 
However, what this does not show is that boggy marsh meadows extend as far as the B2027 to the 
west and the Beckley-Boarstall road to the east.  As the Inspector noted, it seems likely that any route 
here would have to be raised, thus adding to its cost and exacerbating its environmental and visual 
impact. 
 

                   
      Typical flooding on the MOD SSSI, 2007, looking towards the projected route of S2.  

 



         
       Sandbags at Islip  

 
This flooding is likely to be one of the benefits Otmoor confers on the surrounding area, storing water 
that might otherwise add to Oxford’s flood problem. But because of Otmoor’s uniqueness, the 
hydrological impact of putting an expressway on or near it is almost impossible to quantify. The 
ecosystems services study mentioned above refers to Otmoor’s 
 

…unusual and complicated flood dynamics [which mean] the hydrological benefit 
of storing water on Otmoor has not been defined. Current knowledge of the flood 

dynamics of the River Ray suggests that retaining water on the floodplain at 
Otmoor may have a benefit downstream. 

 
Oxford City is currently embarking on a £120M flood alleviation scheme. The planning for this may 
have to be remodelled, and possibly recosted, if Otmoor’s floodplain is affected by S2.  
 

                  
                 Lower Street, Islip 
 
 
 



4. Fog 
 
As a landlocked, low-lying floodplain, Otmoor is known locally for its fog. It is one of the reasons the 
AA dubbed the nearby section of the M40 ‘fog alley.’  
 

              
           Islip church seen from the B4027 
 
 
5. Other iterations of S2: east and west of Otmoor 
 
This evidence has focused on a possible route for S2 similar to that proposed for the M40, given HE’s 
stated objectives and previous information. 
 
The overall corridor being considered by HE is much wider.10 It could be argued therefore that it is 
possible to plot a route for S2 that goes around, rather than over, Otmoor. However, there are no low-
impact ways to do this.  
 
Routing further east would mean threading through large areas of Ancient Woodland, nature reserve 
and SSSI (most notably, Holton Wood SSSI, Stanton Great Wood SSSI, Holly Wood SSSI, Waterperry 
Wood SSSI, Shabbington Woods complex SSSI, Whitecross Green and Oriel Woods SSSI,) while the 
nitrogen pollution and noise would still negatively impact on Otmoor in many of the ways described 
above. As the M40 Enquiry found, these woods should really be regarded as part of the Otmoor 
landscape. 
 
Routing to the west is even more difficult. Sydlings Copse and College Pond SSSI, Woodeaton Wood 
SSSI, Woodeaton Quarry SSSI, and the areas of Ancient Woodland at Stow Wood, Prattle Wood and 
others, as well as Scheduled Monuments at Woodeaton and Islip, and flooding around Islip and 
Oddington, make any route coming off the A34 north-east of Oxford highly problematic – and would 
almost certainly also end up passing in close proximity to the RSPB reserve on its western side. It would 

                                                           
10 HE maps for Corridors B & C, ‘Oxford to Cambridge Expressway Stakeholder Reference Group Strategic 
Environment – 1’, 23 March 2018 



also run close to several areas being considered by local authorities as possible mass housing sites – 
potentially reducing their attractiveness, and thus exacerbating, rather than alleviating, housing 
problems. 
 
The reason the M40 takes the route it does is precisely because, when a previous generation of 
planners – and protestors – looked at this issue thirty-five years ago, it was found that the closest a 
large road can be situated east of Oxford without severe environmental damage was the route the 
M40 was subsequently built on. 
 

 
6. Otmoor to Milton Keynes 
 
Whilst this submission has concentrated on S2, the principal point of S2 appears to be to link to 
Corridor B towards Milton Keynes. (Source: Highways England, ‘Shortlisted Expressway Corridor 
Options.’) Although all the corridors have the capacity to negatively impact on wildlife, Corridor B is 
the one which many conservation organisations single out as being of most concern. (Source: BBOWT, 
RSPB and others).  
 
 
7.  Alternative routes 
 
If Corridor B were chosen despite the conservation objections, the obvious solution from an ecological 
perspective would be to use the M40 instead of S2 to channel traffic either to the south, or west of 
Oxford along an improved subroute 1, thus avoiding the moor and its many fragile species altogether. 
 
Although improving the A34 is not without major ecological challenges, most notably in the section 
running through Oxford Meadows SAC and close to Wytham Woods SSSI, improving this section of 
road may potentially result in net ecological gain. It is now known that queuing traffic emits up to 
twenty-nine times more pollutants than free-flowing traffic, so improvements that reduce the current 
twice-daily congestion may mitigate or even reduce local nitrogen pollution.11  
 
However, the effects of any land take on the SAC and its important colonies of creeping marshwort 
may mean that an alternative route for S1 is less damaging overall.  
 
Section summary   
 
Many local people are both proud and passionate about the historical and ecological integrity of the 
moor – but their numbers are dwarfed by those, both in the UK and abroad, who would be horrified 
to discover it was under threat. For that reason the Seven Towns have begun crowdfunding a national 
social media campaign, highlighting the impact S2 could have on this important environmental asset, 
as well as on the more than sixty vulnerable and protected species to which it is home.  
  
 
   
 

                                                           
11 Kumar,P., Goel, A., Concentration dynamics of coarse and fine particulate matter at and around signalised traffic 
intersections, 2016 


