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Comments on the Design and Access Statement  

Dr Mary Gill, MA(Cantab), PhD, CEng, MIMechE 

Dr Kathryn Davies, D.Phil, MA (Conservation Studies), BA Hons, Dip TP, MRTPI, IHBC 

 

This note is a commentary on a Planning Application (Vale of White Horse P13/V2733/FUL) 
for the demolition of shops, offices, housing, sheltered housing, and other land uses and the 
erection of a superstore, six screen cinema, student accommodation for 525, a 100 room 
hotel and other land uses on 3.01 hectares of land currently known as the West Way 
shopping centre and Field House. 

The headings used below are those used in the document, ‘Botley District Centre, Mixed-
Use Development, Design and Access Statement, December 2013’ prepared by Mountford 
Pigott.  

1. Project Summary and Design Brief 

This starts off from the premise that Botley is a district centre and that the brief is to 
redevelop this. This is wrong: Botley is not a district, and Elms Parade and West Way Centre 
do not constitute a district centre. The term district centre is being used inappropriately, 
given that it can have a very specific meaning in the hierarchy of service centres. If the 
Council considers that it should be a district centre, then this should go through the proper 
local planning process, starting with the evidence of need, looking at options which should 
then be subject to full open consultation, including with neighbouring authorities, before the 
Council decides in principle whether Botley is appropriate as a district centre. By not 
questioning the status conferred on the site by Doric, the Council is complicit in the change 
of a fundamental policy by the back door. 
 
The starting point should be to understand what exists at present, both the site itself and its 
wider context. The potential for development should be assessed on the basis of local need 
in accordance with the local plan and options for meeting this need explored. This has not 
been done. 

It correctly states that the Centre (from which I take to mean the West Way Shopping 
Centre) is in need of investment; there is no evidence given that the area more widely needs 
‘regeneration’. The Design and Access Statement sets out to justify the ‘demolition of the 
existing shopping centre and related structures’. It is stretching the definition of ‘related 
structure’ to include the residential property – Field House and the Vicarage. 

2. Background 

The document wrongly claims that Botley is already a ‘district centre’, and that it serves 
approximately 17,500 people. This figure is incorrect for Botley, and the planning statement 
prepared by JP Planning includes Osney and Jericho in quoting this figure.  

By highlighting that ‘the potential catchment area is greater due to excellent road 
infrastructure’, and the ‘affluent catchment via the A40 and M40’ (statements taken verbatim 
from the Cushman and Wakefield marketing bruchure), the authors show two errors of 
judgement. First, it confirms that this centre necessarily requires a much larger number of 
people than currently travel into Botley, and that they are anticipated to arrive by road. 
Second, it demonstrates that the authors have no knowledge that the existing ‘excellent 
roads’ are the A34, the Oxford ring road, Botley Interchange and Botley Road, which are 
known to be overcapacity.  
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The authors then make 6 claims as to the ‘opportunities offered to us as designers’; it is 
difficult to see how the designs as presented satisfy these 6 claims. Architecture is 
subjective, and a separate document will comment on the quality of the design itself.  

The statement regarding ‘pedestrian routes .. on and around the site, to enhance linkages 
and connectivity to the wider area of Botley, and integrate the scheme into the community’ 
needs to be questioned.  

It is not clear that pedestrians have suitable access into, or through the centre, and particular 
challenges seem to exist for those with limited mobility or with children in prams or buggies. 
For example, it does not appear to be possible to go from Arthray Road to the front of the 
proposed centre (to the smaller shops, the bus stops or the primary school) without going up 
and down steps, or crossing the vehicle access routes. 

The statement on ‘stimulate the nightime (sic) economy’ is contradictory to the claim of 
public consultation, where night-time economy was not desired. 

3. Planning policy 

The authors simply refer to an unadopted policy (Local Plan 2029) and ‘current government 
guidance regarding the regeneration of town centres’ as justification of their proposal’s fit to 
planning policy.  

A critique of the proposal against extant planning policy is given elsewhere, but it should be 
noted that Botley is not a town centre, and its need for ‘regeneration’ is debatable. 

4. Public Consultation 

The D&A statement suggests the brief has been developed through public consultation. 
There has been no meaningful consultation with the local population. The final plans do not 
reflect the substantial comments made by local residents during the pre-application process. 

5. Botley – an area of change 

The magnitude of the change in Botley and its surroundings are overstated. 

6. Photographic analysis of the area 

This section of the document is disingenuous. They have selected views of the area to make 
specific points about the apparent faults in the existing buildings and road layout.  

The problems with respect to vehicle and pedestrian access (captions to photos 4 and 11) 
are overstated, and it is not clear that the new design will not reproduce similar problems. 

The caption to photo 7, with its reference to the ‘A34 acting as a large North-South barrier 
between Botley and Oxford, and restricting East-West movement and connection to the 
underpass’, appears to be contradictory to the requirement to serve the catchment from the 
A34 and west Oxford.  

The A34 does indeed act as a ‘barrier’. It is a ‘natural’ boundary between the urban 
development of West Oxford and the sub-urban development of Botley. Commercial 
buildings predominate to the east, largely residential to the west, with the existing 
commercial buildings and those above 3 storeys high hard up against the A34 embankment. 
The two new 3 storey buildings, which the authors use as indicators of style are, in fact, 
anomalous in themselves, and even they would be dwarfed by the proposed buildings. 
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If the authors had chosen to view the overall area from a vantage point on the A34 looking 
west, or from the A420 towards Cumnor, or driven into the area via Cumnor Hill, Eynsham 
Road or Westminster Way, the over-riding impression they would see is that of a suburban 
area, with mature houses facing the main roads. This aspect is covered in the Character 
Report. 

The fact that the authors remain silent concerning the frontage of Elms Parade but describe 
its rear service area as unattractive is worthy of comment. Elms Parade itself could be said 
to provide the missing ‘definition of the Southern edge of West Way’, and the ‘street edge’ 
(captions 5 and 6), and could have been taken as inspiration for the design.  

In this context, it is extreme to state that Field House and Vale House ‘do not add much to 
the quality of the streetscape’ (caption to photo 2). They are functional and in keeping with 
the area. 

An alternative conclusion could be drawn from the analysis, that it is the ‘large and dominant’ 
and ‘unattractive forms’ of Elms Court and West Way House (captions to photos 1 and 9) 
which are out of keeping. It is wrong to say that these represent the ‘majority of the site 
curtilage’ (caption to photo 9). 

7. Why Botley? 

This is an odd question in itself, as it implies that the developers might look somewhere else 
to develop a district centre for Botley. However, the remaining statements in this section are 
unsubstantiated. There is no evidence that ‘the District Centre (sic) ... will not be able to 
cope with future demands as Botley expands’. And even if true this is not an argument for a 
four times greater intensity of development (an increase from 9,000 to 37,000m2) .The 
statement that the ‘majority of the site consists of dated, poor quality buildings in need of 
regeneration’ is not true for this site. Only West Way Centre and the two office blocks could 
be so described. 

It is also hard to accept that this development would make Botley more self-sufficient, by 
‘vastly improving competition’. It is unlikely that competition will be increased at all with the 
replacement of 3 food stores with one large one, and that the loss of small shops and other 
traders such as the hairdresser and dentists would in itself mean that residents would have 
to travel further for these services. 

8. Strategic context 

A complete description of the food retail superstores should include Tesco and Waitrose in 
Abingdon, which are used both for in-store and internet shopping, and which are of more 
relevance to Botley and Cumnor than Summerton (sic) and Headington.  

9. Strategic importance 

The claim of Botley’s strategic importance to Oxford is overstated. The claim of ‘particularly 
in view of its good transport links, Botley draws on a wider catchment’ is not substantiated. 
Does it now, or is it intended to? In fact they argue elsewhere that it does not draw in trade. 
To do so would require car borne in flow. 

10. Site and constraints 

This section acknowledges the main issues associated with the site, but does little to 
demonstrate that the design has addressed them. They acknowledge ‘potential late night 
disturbance from leisure uses’ (although not the likely disturbance from 525 students). They 
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claim to have been mindful to adjust scale and reduce massing where necessary, which 
begs the question, adjusted and reduced from what datum. They repeat their view that ‘most 
of the buildings on the site are past their useful life’ which is arguable, and that ‘there are no 
particular design characteristics in the area to inform the design’, which is an insult.  The 
local community has undertaken a character assessment of the area, using the award 
winning Oxford Characterisation Toolkit and facilitated by the experienced author of the 
work. This should form the basis of understanding the character of the local area. Any 
development should respect this context. 

11. Design Development – The Brief  

There is no evidence or justification of how the development ‘encourages the use of public 
transport’. The Transport Commentary demonstrates that the errors in the methodology and 
assertions made in this respect. 

The pedestrian, wheel-chair, buggy and cycle access to the site appears to require use of 
steps or lifts. 

12. Design Evolution  

This section describes the evolution of the brief, and claims this to be in response to 
feedback and suggestions from the Council’s officers, local residents and stakeholders, 
during which the supermarket increased from 50,000 sq ft, to 110,000 sq ft, and the student 
numbers to 600. It is not credible that these were outputs from public consultation. 

Similarly, the gym and hotel were not clear outputs from consultation. 

The overall impression reached from reading the document is that the design brief is simply 
to fit in as much and varied functions as possible, 

13. Frontage Analysis 

In the ‘as existing’ analysis, again, the problems associated with the existing access are 
overstated. The location of Elms Parade, set back from the road with parking in front is 
appropriate for a local centre, where short visits to the shops by car are common. The 
‘proposal’, by contrast, requires parking in the ‘extensive rear car parking’.  

The authors claim the ‘strong and attractive built form and street frontages’ and ‘Urban 
Design benefits to this scheme’ make it important that ‘Elms Parade forms part of 
Development Site’. This statement is questionable justification for demolition of Elms Parade 
(see Heritage Statement on Elms Parade). 

14. Use, Amount and Scale     

There are a number of statements in this section for which no evidence is provided:  

‘There is strong demand in Botley for all the uses proposed’;  

‘There is proven market demand for a cinema in Botley’;  

‘  .. will generate a much needed night time economy for the area’;  

‘.. many local businesses that would welcome the inclusion of a hotel’;  

‘Although cars are not envisaged to be the main method of travel to the hotel.’ This is not 
credible for a Premier Inn, within yards of the intersection with a major trunk road; 
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 ‘ .. the local community will.. be supportive of further competition [for food retailing]’. This 
statement is nonsense in two ways. There are currently three food retailers in the centre, 
plus an independent butcher and Aldi on Botley Road. A single large supermarket would 
reduce competition. 

 ‘Substantial demand exists for high quality student accommodation in Oxford’. It is also 
questionable whether the proposed student accommodation is ‘high quality’ or just ‘new’. 

The requirements for an enlarged church, community hall and library are not justified, though 
this aspect might be welcomed by some. 

 

 

SUMMARY 

In summary, the overall impression taken from this document is that it seeks to justify the 
proposed development, through unsubstantiated and contradictory statements.  

The tone is partisan throughout, diminishing the value of what exists and over-emphasising 
the benefits delivered by the proposed development. It is obviously put together with a lack 
of local knowledge, and with little attention to detail or accuracy (or indeed correction of 
typing errors). 

There is no evidence that an understanding of the area has informed design; the reality is 
quite the opposite in fact. This is not only mistaken, it shows a complete ignorance of the 
significance of the 20th century suburb.  
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