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PFAS contamination and Oxfordshire Strategic Rail Freight Interchange
This OXSRFI site borders the former RAF/USAF base at Upper Heyford, the source of substantial PFAS contamination,
where exceptionally high levels have been recorded even now, over three decades after it closed. Contamination risk
cannot be ignored: intrusive testing is required to avoid spreading contamination further and putting the health of workers
and members of the public at risk. 
Bioaccumulating in our bodies, PFAS never leaves us and is reported in numerous cohort studies to be linked to various
serious health conditions including different types of cancer. Children are widely acknowledged to be at the greatest risk
from it.
PFAS contamination in the surrounding area is now widely documented:
• In2021, Hydrock acknowledged potential PFAS contamination in their Ground Conditions Report, desk study for
OXSRFI. Hydrock also worked for Dorchester Living, owners of Heyford Park on the site of former RAF Upper Heyford.
However, PFAS was not acknowledged as a potential contaminant at this site until 2025.
• In July 2026,  of Cherwell District Council also acknowledged that PFAS had been found in some local
watercourses.
•  MP obtained historic MOD documents confirmed that highly toxic AFFF firefighting foam was literally
‘washed down the drain’ at RAF Upper Heyford following its extensive use in regular firefighting training on the base
And yet, despite this, no testing for PFAS by relevant authorities has been carried out either at the OXSRFI site, or at the
former RAF Upper Heyford site, which is the most likely source of the contamination.
We are concerned that Steven Harley, the planning consultant speaking on behalf of the applicant Oxfordshire Rail Freight
Limited at the OXSRFI IS2 hearing on 30.9.26, attempted to discuss evidence regarding PFAS testing (both on and off the
site) that did not appear in any of the documents submitted to the Planning Inspectorate for display on the relevant project
page, in accordance with the rules on written representations set out in the Infrastructure Planning (Examination
Procedure) Rules 2010, section 10. He claimed that the applicant has carried out testing of groundwater and surface water
on the OXSRFI site over the summer and referred to the levels of PFAS found in these tests. These results have not been
presented as evidence to the Planning Inspectorate for scrutiny and we were not told who carried out these tests, so this
evidence is completely unverified and therefore should be disregarded at this point.
The most recent relevant document that is on the project page, the Environmental Statement: Ground Conditions, Chapter
11, produced for Oxfordshire Rail Freight Limited by BWB consulting in 2026 (document 6.11D), states on page 71 that 'no
testing for PFAS/PFOS has been undertaken to date'. Therefore, we assume this to be the most current position on PFAS
testing at the site. However, at the ISH2 hearing on 30.9.26, the team representing the applicant, referred to results of
sampling from ground and surface water on site in the summer of 2026. A surface water sample from the Gallos Brook of
42-43 micrograms of PFAS per litre was also discussed as a point of comparison, without stating the source of this data.
We feel that this amounted to an attempt on behalf of the applicant to downplay the risks of PFAS contamination without a
proper assessment of all the evidence.
We are also confused as to how surface water testing can have been undertaken on the site in summer 2026, as all the
streams appeared to have dried up in the drought. This would make a full controlled waters assessment impossible.
Contamination migrating from former RAF Upper Heyford to the OXSRFI site 
Contamination flowing from the base is not new or a surprise, it was detailed in the MoD’s own reports and as well as
independent testing in the last 12-24 months.
Contamination was even being acknowledged by the MoD as far back as 1995 in the Enviroclean and Aspinwall reports on
ground conditions and ground water, commissioned after the base was closed.
The pathway from the likely contamination source on the flying field of former RAF Upper Heyford, leaching through the
soil into groundwater and surface water on and around the site is described as ‘likely’ in the 2025 Hydrock Ground
Conditions report for Heyford Park. Groundwater and surface water flowing through the adjacent OXSRFI site are also
likely to be contaminated, as PFAS chemicals are highly mobile and can travel up to 10km in soil and water. The limestone
Principal Aquifer under both sites, the Great Oolite, is described as ‘vulnerable’ to contamination and risk assessments
and planning conditions for the Heyford Park site are supposed to protect it, in line with the National Planning Policy
Framework. Two streams (tributaries of the Gagle and Padbury Brooks) flow from interceptors on the flying field of former
RAF Upper Heyford, and the water appears to be coming from out of the ground. PFAS contamination will not be stopped
by the interceptors.
The Flying Field: Likely contamination hotspot and source
The fire training area is probably the most significant source of PFAS contamination on the flying field where a mock F1-11
jet was repeatedly set on fire and doused in AFFF hosed on it from tankers stationed around, as well as the automatic fire
suppression systems in hangars which were tested regularly by releasing large quantities of foam. 
When foam was sprayed onto burning fuel during training, some of it would have been broken into fine droplets and
aerosols. Heat, steam and smoke could then have lifted PFAS-bearing particles into the air, which later settled on land
downwind. Over decades of weekly training, exposure of this kind would have built up in the soil and dust.
The Fire Training Area has never been remediated, despite this being recommended by the Planning Inspectorate in 2009,
at the planning appeal for the initial redevelopment of the RAF Upper Heyford site (condition 33 of report
APP/C3105/A/08/2080594).
PFAS Testing results
As part of a programme of systematic testing, The Environment Agency data collected from 2023 to 2025 revealed
extremely high levels of PFAS in the Leys Farm Ditch, some 4.3 km south of former RAF Upper Heyford - 2,295
nanograms per litre. For context, this was the highest out of 700 water bodies tested nationwide – 3 times higher than RAF
Fairford and 4 times higher than The National Fire Service College at Moreton in Marsh.
In 2026, BWB Consulting working for developer Richborough found high PFAS levels in Gallos Brook directly adjacent to
Heyford Park site: the highest being 2,979 nanograms per litre.
The Gallos Brook Group in conjunction with Subadra Consulting and Veritas Laboratories (one of only 3 accredited labs in
the country) have tested 10 sites across 9 different streams/ surface outfalls flowing from former RAF Upper Heyford, also
2 wells in the Upper and Lower Heyford.



• All streams flowing from the base are heavily contaminated with PFAS (hundreds or thousands of times above the
statutory annual average Environmental Quality Standard for PFOS of 0.65 nanograms per litre).
• The highest result was at location 1 at 42,174 nanograms/litre of PFAS – the drainage path flowing directly from fire pit.
• The outfall from the Northern Bomb Stores at Kennel Copse is a tributary of the Padbury Brook which is part of the
Bedford Ouse Catchment Area. This runs straight across the northern section of the OXFRI site – this measured 297
nanograms of PFAS per litre. This test site was on the boundary of the OXSRFI application site.
• An interceptor within the OXSRFI application site boundary was also tested above the Gagle Brook, which measured 170
nanograms per litre of PFAS. The Gagle Brook is part of the River Ray Catchment Area. The main body of the Freight
Park would be constructed directly on top of the east and west tributaries of these waterways. Part of this construction
would also be adjacent to a covered reservoir that is used for drinking water and vulnerable to leaching of contamination.
• It is important to note that testing was not possible in any more streams/ outfalls running across the OXSRFI site as they
had completely dried up in recent months due to the drought. We anticipate these also to have unacceptable levels of
contamination when they are tested.
The likely pathway from the source of contamination is the limestone aquifer that sits beneath a shallow layer of soil,
contaminating both ground and surface water which washes across the OXSRFI site. Wherever you stand on the site of
the freight park you will have contamination beneath your feet. The groundworks for OXSRFI risk disturbing and spreading
PFAS contamination here and further downstream, threatening the construction workers, employees and members of the
public on the site, as well as the green corridor beyond and protected SSSI wetlands further down when it meets the River
Ray at Otmoor, the RSPB Nature Reserve.
As PFAS is such a significant issue at the site, with a working group involving both Cherwell District Council and the
Environment Agency now investigating the contamination at Heyford Park, we also request that a specific hearing solely
examining PFAS contamination be convened as part of the OXSRFI examination process. The National Planning Policy
Framework requires developers to show that the risks from contamination are not unacceptable prior to permission being
granted. Any decision made on the OXSRFI application must be fully informed of the risks from PFAS contamination. We
therefore request that the applicant provides evidence of extensive testing for PFAS at the site, including an intrusive
stage 2 ground investigation and a controlled waters assessment, in order to explain how these risks can be mitigated.
This needs to be done before permission is granted.



PFAS Contamination Affecting Oxfordshire Strategic Rail Freight Interchange  

• PFAS is highly toxic and is linked to a range of serious health conditions including 
cancer, immune suppression, liver and thyroid damage, high cholesterol and 
developmental issues in children. 

• PFOS and PFOA are banned worldwide and classed as carcinogenic. 
• People living near PFAS hotspots tend to have elevated levels of PFAS in their blood 

(recent examples are Bentham and Thornton-Cleveleys). 
• PFAS is highly mobile and spreads in a plume of up to 10 km through air, soil, ground 

and surface water.  
• Extremely high levels of PFAS  have been found in 9 streams flowing from the former 

RAF Upper Heyford base (now Heyford Park) by the Environment Agency and 
environmental consultants BWB and Subadra. The highest was 42,174 nanograms per 
litre. This is thousands of times over the Environmental Quality Standard and 
significantly higher than other known PFAS hotspots such as RAF Fairford and the 
National Fire Service College. 

• Levels of PFOS found in all streams far exceeded the statutory annual average 
Environmental Quality Standard of 0.65 ng/L. 

• Groundworks for OXSRFI risk disturbing PFAS contamination and exposing the public 
and site workers. 

• Two contaminated streams,  tributaries of the Padbury Brook and the Gagle Brook flow 
through the OXSRFI site. The plans involve building on top of the Gagle Brook. 

• Former airfields with fire training areas like RAF Upper Heyford are well documented 
PFAS hotspots, owing to large quantities of AFFF firefighting foams contaminating soil 
and waste-water runoff. 

• Historic MOD documents obtained by Calum Miller MP recently confirmed that 
firefighting foam was ‘washed down the drain’ at RAF Upper Heyford. 

• Potential PFAS contamination in the area has been acknowledged by the 2021 Hydrock 
Ground Conditions report produced for OXSRFI and by Cherwell District Council in an 
email from Shawn Fleet. 

• Risk assessments and planning conditions emphasise protecting the Principal Aquifer 
under the site, the Great Oolite Limestone Formation, which stretches for 200 miles 
across the south of England. 

• However, no testing for PFAS has ever been carried out either at the OXSRFI site, or at 
the Heyford Park site. 

• The Fire Training Area has never been remediated, despite this being recommended 
by the Planning Inspectorate in 2009, at the planning appeal for the initial 
redevelopment of the RAF Upper Heyford site. 

• The National Planning Policy Framework requires developers to show that the risks 
from contamination are not unacceptable prior to permission being granted. In order 
to decide on the risks, extensive testing for PFAS including an intrusive ground 
investigation and controlled waters assessment will be necessary. 





















































MEMO - PFAS Contamination at Heyford Park, Oxfordshire - 6.9.2026 

• Site of RAF Upper Heyford, operated by US Airforce throughout Cold War & First Gulf War until 1994 
• Located on Great Oolite limestone plateau, above a Principal Aquifer; Groundwater classed as ‘vulnerable’ 
• Multiple surface water outfalls from underground streams flow into Gallos & Gagle Brooks, then Rivers 

Cherwell and Ray to the west and south, as well as Padbury Brook and Bedford Ouse Catchment to NE 
• Partially redeveloped by Dorchester Living; housing to South (1,300 houses), light industry on the flying field 

Map of Testing Locations 
• EA test data on Gallos Brook 4.3km from site shows high levels of PFAS from 2023- 25 (2021 ng/l), the worst of 

700 water bodies tested across UK (compare RAF Fairford 763ng/l and Moreton Fire College at 579 ng/l)  

• Surface Water: 10 further locations tested in 2026 by Subadra Consulting and 4 more by BWB, commissioned 
by the developer Richborough, on application site to E of Heyford Pk (25/03343/OUT) (see Test Results) 

• 2x wells used for drinking water tested by Extractus Laboratories >10 times safe limit of 100ng/l 
• PFOS levels at all surface locations significantly above EQS for surface water of 0.65 ng/l- worst affected 

stream (S1) approx 43,000 times the EQS for PFOS (42,174ng/l total PFAS, 27,823 ng/l PFOS) 
• Livestock and people drink from highly contaminated streams/boreholes and nearby homes regularly flood 

Source of Contamination 
• Most likely source is AFFF firefighting foam used at the Fire Training Area (shown on map above), also 

automatic fire suppression systems in hangars, crash sites and hot pit for re-fuelling running aircraft 
• Foam very regularly discharged in massive quantities directly into the soil and literally ‘washed down drains’ 
• Confirmed by historic  MOD documents obtained by Calum Miller the local MP  

Planning Process 
• Dorchester Living (“DL”) application for 9,000 homes (25/02190/HYBRID) pending decision from Cherwell 

District Council (not included in the Local Plan) 
• Hydrock Ground Conditions Report 2025 (part of DL application) describes contaminant pathway of 

migration from fire training area to surface water as ‘likely’; no schedule for testing and remediation included 
• No PFAS testing ever carried out on site despite airfields being known hotspots and contaminant profiles 

published by Department for the Environment on Airports and Airfields (1995), CL:AIRE TB19 PFAS (2019) 
listing PFAS/firefighting foam as contaminants that should be investigated 

• Planning Inspectorate in the 2009 report APP/C3105/A/08/2080594 recommended planning condition 
stipulating testing and remediation of the fire training area, but this was not imposed – why not? 

• Similar sites such as RAF Dunsfold extensively tested for PFAS since 2020 and Wurtsmith Air Force Base  
since 2010, so why not Heyford? 

• DL granted permission to build a primary school 390m from the fire pit in 2025 25/01443/REM no mention of 
PFAS in risk assessment or planning conditions and yet children known to be the biggest receptors of PFAS 




























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































