Sewage capacity hurdles threaten Maids Moreton housing development and environmental health
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In the picturesque village of Maids Moreton, near Buckingham, residents face an uneasy reality as plans to construct 153 new homes unfold against a backdrop of inadequate sewage infrastructure. The village, with its charming thatched cottages and historic church, is now at the centre of a significant environmental dilemma. The local sewage treatment works has been operating beyond its capacity for several years, jeopardising not only the environment but also the community's quality of life.
Kate Pryke, a local resident and staunch advocate against the proposed development, articulates the concern succinctly: "You wouldn't dream of building a house that you couldn't connect to electricity, or that was never going to connect to a road. But for some reason we're building houses that have nowhere to treat the sewage." This sentiment echoes a broader issue seen across England where insufficient investment in sewage infrastructure threatens ambitious government plans to erect 1.5 million new homes in the current parliamentary term. 
The situation mirrors ongoing concerns in other areas, such as Oxford, where the Environment Agency has objected to major developments due to similar sewage capacity issues. There, nearly 18,000 homes are at risk of being delayed as stakeholders call for immediate upgrades to the sewer systems to prevent pollution and environmental degradation. The interdependence of housing development and sewage infrastructure is becoming increasingly evident, as campaigners from various sectors, including local councils and environmental charities like Wildfish, press for necessary changes.
In Maids Moreton, the local authority faces mounting pressure as the developer, David Wilson Homes South Midlands—part of the UK’s largest housebuilding firm—seeks to proceed with construction despite the glaring lack of sewage treatment capacity. While Buckinghamshire Council has imposed conditions limiting the occupancy of the new homes until the wastewater upgrades are completed, questions remain about the efficacy of enforcing such stipulations. As Pryke notes, "The very idea that they are going to sit empty for months, possibly years without being occupied...is an utter nonsense."
The underlying issue is systemic; the water companies, alongside the regulator Ofwat and the Environment Agency, control sewage investment decisions. Yet local councils and developers often find themselves without the power to influence these critical upgrades. In fact, Anglian Water, the responsible utility for the region, indicated a decade ago that the Buckingham Water Recycling Centre lacked capacity for new developments. Despite this warning, planning permissions for approximately 1,500 new homes surrounding Buckingham have been granted over the intervening years, a decision that has raised red flags among environmental advocates, who worry about the resulting increase in sewage being diverted into the already-polluted Great Ouse.
Justin Neal from Wildfish warns that without proper infrastructure, the sewage from the new development could exacerbate the existing ecological crisis facing the river. Last year alone, the treatment works discharged sewage into the Great Ouse for over 2,000 hours, raising serious concerns about both water quality and the area’s biodiversity. Yet, despite these alarming statistics, the anticipated upgrades to the wastewater treatment system have been delayed or reallocated elsewhere, leaving communities like Maids Moreton grappling with the prospect of further pollution.
Efforts are being made at various levels to address these pressing concerns, from the Buckingham Town Council’s plea for legislative changes allowing local authorities to enforce sewage treatment capacity matching housing demand, to public campaigns calling for immediate action from water companies. However, progress remains slow, and the collective frustration of residents continues to grow. "What we need is proper joined-up thinking where there should be no development unless there is capacity," argues Neal.
As the debate unfolds in Maids Moreton, it serves as a reminder of the delicate balance between rural development and environmental preservation. The challenges faced by the village resonate beyond its borders, reflecting a national crisis concerning housing development and infrastructure resilience. The pressing question remains: can the balance be restored before more communities find themselves at the mercy of inadequate sewage systems and the pollution they inevitably create?
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