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White Horse Reservoir

Where we are now — and what Parish 
Councils should do before the DCO 
application

PRE-APPLICATION

Briefing for affected Parish Councils

August 2026

Purpose: to help Parish Councils keep their outstanding 
concerns visible before Thames Water submits its 
application.
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1. The White Horse Reservoir project is still at the pre-application stage
The application has not yet been submitted or accepted for examination.

Pre-application

NOW

Acceptance

28 days

Pre-examination

Usually ~4 months

Examination

Up to 6 months

Recommendation & 
decision

3 + 3 months

Thames Water’s timetable

Thames Water is publicly saying the DCO application is on track 
for November 2026. Parish briefings have indicated late 
November. Its published Programme Document describes 
submission in “Autumn 2026”.

What happens next

Once submitted, the Planning Inspectorate has 28 days to 
decide whether the application is of a satisfactory standard 
to be accepted for examination.

Sources: MHCLG National Infrastructure Planning Guidance, July 2026; Thames Water Pre-application Programme Document, July 2026;
Thames Water public statements, August 2026.
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2. What changed on 24 July 2026?
The statutory pre-application consultation regime was removed for future DCO applications.

Before 24 July

The Planning Act 2008 imposed 
statutory pre-application consultation 
duties, including consultation with 
prescribed bodies, affected persons 
and local communities. Applicants 
also had to take consultation 
responses into account.

From 24 July

Those statutory pre-application 
consultation duties were removed by 
changes brought into force under the 
Planning and Infrastructure Act 2025. 
There is now no general statutory 
requirement for an applicant to 
consult during pre-application.

Important Note

The consultation held from 28 October 
2025 to 13 January 2026 is not “null 
and void”. Thames Water may still rely 
on the feedback and work undertaken. 
What has disappeared is the old 
statutory consultation gateway for the 
forthcoming application.

Sources: Planning and Infrastructure Act 2025; Commencement No. 4 Regulations 2026; Government National Infrastructure Planning 
Guidance, July 2026.
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3. Consultation and engagement still matter
Government guidance now treats proportionate engagement as best practice rather than a statutory gateway.

July 2026 Government guidance

“Engagement and/or consultation 
… is still extremely important”

The guidance says applicants may choose to consult 
and engage to improve their proposals and identify 
issues early. It is not prescriptive about the exact form 
this should take.

Fair consultation: the Gunning principles

• Consult while proposals are still capable of being 
influenced.

• Provide enough information for an intelligent response.
• Allow adequate time to consider and respond.
• Give conscientious consideration to the responses 

received.

These remain an important common-law benchmark for fair 
consultation, although their precise legal application to a 
voluntary consultation by a private DCO applicant is 
context-dependent.

Sources: Government National Infrastructure Planning Guidance, July 2026; R (Moseley) v Haringey LBC [2014] UKSC 56.

4



WHITE HORSE RESERVOIR • PARISH COUNCIL BRIEFING August 2026

4. Thames Water is considering whether to consult again
The current published Programme Document expressly leaves the question open.

JULY 2026 DOCUMENT

White Horse Reservoir – Pre-application 
Programme Document

It identifies ongoing and upcoming activities through 
November 2026 and states that consideration is being 
given to whether further supplementary consultation 
and/or engagement is required.

Practical implication

• No further public consultation has yet been 
promised.

• The decision on further engagement sits 
principally with Thames Water as applicant.

• Parish Councils should therefore make the 
case now for any targeted consultation they 
believe is necessary.

Note: the version currently published in Thames Water’s document 
library is dated July 2026.

Source: Thames Water, White Horse Reservoir Pre-application Programme Document, July 2026, sections 2.3.1–2.3.2.
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5. Parish Councils’ issues and concerns may not be on the Thames Water issues log

Live Issues Log & Tracking for White Horse Reservoir

• Regular programmed / liaison meetings are being held with the host local planning authorities: Vale of White Horse District 
Council and Oxfordshire County Council.

• Issue-specific Technical Liaison Groups are also being help with statutory bodies e.g. Environment Agency and RAPID/Ofwat.

• Thames Water collates an issues log from these meetings and shares the resulting issues log with the Planning Inspectorate 
and receives advice from the Planning Inspectorate.

• Thames Water have confirmed that they will not make the live issues log public on the grounds that it keeps changing.

Regular technical liaison is normal — but Parish Councils should not assume their issues are 
automatically captured.

Source: Thames Water Pre-application Programme Document, July 2026, section 3; Planning Inspectorate advice for local authorities.
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6. The next few months are critical for Parish Councils
The objective is to ensure unresolved local issues are visible before the application is finalised and submitted.

Ensure your Parish Council's concerns are captured onto the issues log and therefore into the DCO application.

1 Update

Agree a dated list of 
unresolved issues at a 
Parish Council meeting.

2 Circulate

Send the same register to 
Vale, OCC, Thames Water, 
RAPID and elected 
representatives.

3 Track

Ask where each issue is 
recorded and what 
evidence or mitigation is 
outstanding.

4 Prepare

Draft the Parish Council’s 
Relevant Representation 
before the application is 
submitted.

Suggested Parish Council resolution: “To maintain and circulate a current schedule of outstanding White Horse Reservoir issues and 
to prepare the Council’s Relevant Representation in advance of the DCO application.”

.
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7. The most important Parish Council action now
Create a current, dated list of outstanding issues and send it to every body that can influence the pre-application record.

One concise issues 
register
For each issue record:

• What the concern is
• Why it matters locally
• Evidence / document reference
• What answer or mitigation is still 

required
• Current status and date last 

updated

Send the same version to:
Leader and Chief Executive of Vale of White Horse District 
Council

Leader and Chief Executive of Oxfordshire County Council

Thames Water

RAPID / Ofwat

Your District Councillor

Your County Councillor

Your Member of Parliament

Ask for acknowledgement and confirmation of how each concern is being carried into the DCO 
process — for example through issue tracking, Statements of Common Ground, Principal Areas of 
Disagreement Summary Statements (PADSS) or the Local Impact Report.

Action recommendation based on the July 2026 NSIP guidance and current White Horse Reservoir pre-application programme.
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8. Suggested headings for the Parish Council issues register
Use the headings that matter locally; keep each issue specific and evidence-based.

Flood risk & emergency drawdown
Floodplain, watercourse diversions, drawdown discharge, 
downstream effects

Highways & construction traffic
HGV routes, temporary rail sidings, road diversions, 
cumulative disruption

Ecology & biodiversity
Protected species, habitat loss, BNG delivery, off-site 
mitigation

Heritage & archaeology
Scheduled monuments, listed buildings, archaeology and 
setting

Water quality & abstraction
River water quality, abstraction constraints, operating 
assumptions

Community & landscape

Noise, lighting, visual impact, access, recreation, severance

Process & consultation
Design changes, evidence gaps, targeted consultation, 
transparency

Illustrative headings only — each Parish Council should tailor the register to its own local impacts and evidence.
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9. Prepare now to become an Interested Party
Registration as an Interested Party happens after the application has been accepted — not during pre-application.

1 Now Sign up for Planning Inspectorate project updates and keep the Parish Council issues register current.

2
Application
Submitted

Use the 28-day acceptance period to review the application documents and compare them against 
your outstanding issues.

3 If accepted The applicant publicizes the accepted application and opens the Relevant Representation period. This 
will be a minimum of 30 days.

4
Relevant 
Representation

Submit a detailed representation for the Parish Council by the deadline. This is how the Council 
becomes an Interested Party.

5 Examination Interested Parties can submit written evidence, respond to questions and request to speak at 
hearings.

Sources: Government guidance on the pre-examination stage, July 2026; Planning Inspectorate public guidance.
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Key sources used for this briefing
All were checked against material available in August 2026.

Government: National Infrastructure Planning Guidance (3 July 2026)

Government: National Infrastructure Planning Guidance (3 July 2026) Planning Act 2008 – Introduction; Preparing an application Part 1; 
Pre-examination stage.

Legislation: Planning and Infrastructure Act 2025 / Commencement No. 4 Regulations 2026

Legislation: Planning and Infrastructure Act 2025 / 
Commencement No. 4 Regulations 2026

Changes to the Planning Act 2008 brought into force on 24 July 
2026.

Thames Water: White Horse Reservoir Pre-application Programme Document (July 2026)

Thames Water: White Horse Reservoir Pre-application 
Programme Document (July 2026)

Programme to November 2026; further supplementary 
consultation/engagement under consideration.

Thames Water: White Horse Reservoir project pages

Thames Water: White Horse Reservoir project pages Statutory consultation dates and current project updates.

Ofwat / RAPID: Gate Three Final Decision (12 May 2026)

Ofwat / RAPID: Gate Three Final Decision (12 May 2026) Regulatory Gate 3 decision and priority actions.

UK Supreme Court: R (Moseley) v Haringey LBC [2014] UKSC 56

UK Supreme Court: R (Moseley) v Haringey LBC [2014] UKSC 56 Leading authority commonly associated with the Gunning 
principles.

This briefing deliberately uses cautious wording where the post-24 July legal position is new or fact-specific.
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https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/national-infrastructure-planning-guidance-portal
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/national-infrastructure-planning-guidance-portal
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/national-infrastructure-planning-guidance-portal
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2026/641/made
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2026/641/made
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2026/641/made
https://thames-sro.co.uk/document-library/
https://thames-sro.co.uk/document-library/
https://thames-sro.co.uk/document-library/
https://thames-sro.co.uk/document-library/
https://thames-sro.co.uk/document-library/
https://thames-sro.co.uk/projects/white-horse-reservoir-previously-known-as-south-east-strategic-reservoir-option-sesro/
https://thames-sro.co.uk/projects/white-horse-reservoir-previously-known-as-south-east-strategic-reservoir-option-sesro/
https://www.ofwat.gov.uk/publication/gate-three-final-decision-for-white-horse-reservoir/
https://www.ofwat.gov.uk/publication/gate-three-final-decision-for-white-horse-reservoir/
https://supremecourt.uk/cases/uksc-2013-0116
https://supremecourt.uk/cases/uksc-2013-0116
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