
WHAT’S THE MATTER WITH BOTLEY? 

 

It’s difficult to be unaware of the controversy over the future of the West Way 

Shopping area, what with all the recent media attention, thanks largely to the 

efforts of West Way Community Concern, a group of Botley residents. 

 

Undeniably, the 1960’s West Way precinct is tired and needs a facelift.  So do 

many of the buildings immediately adjacent.  However, over the past year 

that need has metamorphosed into provisional plans featuring an all-

singing/all-dancing scheme of a mega-superstore, multiplex cinema, over 

500 student flats, hotel, gymnasium, and extensive parking.  As the precinct 

is of limited size, adjacent and nearby areas have been included in the 

footprint, irrespective of their varied private ownership.  The would-be 

developers, Doric, have glowingly referred to Botley as “finally getting the 

High Street it has never had.”  Now why do you think that Botley has never 

had that High Street?  Just possibly because it doesn’t warrant it.   

 

Botley is a discrete part of Oxford,  but its political master is the Vale of 

White Horse, which focuses on Abingdon (current population 33,100), 

Wantage & Grove (19,000) and Faringdon (8,000).  These are , dotted 

around rural Oxfordshire;  Botley  (population only 5,000) is a rump located 

just the wrong side of the A34 from the City of Oxford.  Indeed, the online 

entry for Botley states that it is a  consisting of 

“central offices and a modest row of stores.” 

 

Therein lies the basic fallacy in the economic and planning assumption 

underpinning Doric’s intentions for Botley.  A “modest row of stores” is not a 

town centre.  A “modest row of stores” is not a high street.  Doric’s plans are 

totally out of proportion to the needs and wishes of Botley’s 5,000 residents, 

almost half of whom signed the petition objecting to those plans presented 

to the Vale Council a month ago. 

 

In Beyond Retail:  Redefining the Shape and Purpose of Town Centres, a 

recently published research document arising from The Portas Report, three 

distinct types of shopping centre are identified and differentiated.  The first 

is presented as “strong dominant centres offering the widest range of retail, 

leisure and food and beverage..”  The second is depicted as “convenience 

food and service based centres with an element of fashion and comparison 

goods.”   

 

Botley, the 5,000-strong residential suburb of Oxford, would appear to fit 

into the third, and most modest category.  Here’s how Beyond Retail 

describes it: 

 

“Localised convenience and everyday needs focussed centres.  The trend is 

for the larger basket weekly shop being done online complemented by 

regular top up visits to smaller local convenience stores.  This is being driven 

by time poor consumers, rising fuel costs, more single occupancy living and 

better quality convenience store provision from the major multiples.  Local 

shopping is further supported by the ageing population profile, the growth in 

the number of urban households and more frequent budget constrained 

shopping.” 

 



The Report emphasises again and again that shopping habits are changing 

rapidly and significantly, and that large retail units and centres already are 

becoming obsolescent.   

 

Later, Beyond Retail states that “Full engagement with the local 

community…is needed to bring forward a vision that meets wider 

community-led needs.  People living in these places are more than passive 

consumers of plans and products, and thus must be involved in a 

constructive and positive way.”  Yet Doric has just submitted revised plans to 

VOWH without any contact with local residents since September. 

 

So, what’s the matter with Botley?  2200 non-passive Botley consumers have 

voted with their feet:  In line with the sense expounded by Beyond Retail, we 

want  provision that is suitable for our  activities, not a developer’s 

glamorous dream doomed ultimately to failure.  We want facilities that we 

can use for everyday needs, not national chains and units remaining empty 

because the rents and rates are out of reach.  We want progress within 

reason, not pipedreams fuelled by greed. 

 

So what’s the matter with Botley?   Not all that much, when you look at it 

honestly.  Doric, how about a reality check? 
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