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Urban Design objections to the Doric proposal for the redevelopment of West Way. 

Alan Reeve BA (Hons), PGCE (FE), BA (Hons),  Dip Arch, Dip Urban Design,  MA Urban Design,  PhD 

 

Introduction 

This set of objections to the Doric proposal currently under consideration by the Vale of White 

Horse, for the West Way shopping area, are based on an analysis of the urban design statement 

submitted by Doric as part of their planning application, written by +plusUD Ltd, misleading entitled 

Botley District Centre. 

It is also raises urban design objections to the proposal on the grounds that the said proposal does 

not conform with a number of key policies in the 2011 Local Plan , and the Draft Plan for 2029 for 

the Vale. 

1. Doric’s urban design statement. 

In general germs this is a poorly researched and poorly informed document, that raises a number of 

concerns about the evidence base underpinning its claims, and about the competence of the urban 

design firm employed to produce it.  

1.1 It defines the new development as a District Centre’ (title and 2.0.3): this is inaccurate, in that 

both the 2011 Local Plan and the 2029 Draft Local Plan define Botley as a Local Service centre (   ), 

recognising that its scale and character depend in part on the fact that it’s catchment is local (ie 

largely within walking distance, and that any future development  should accept that as such it is 

there to meet the ‘day-to-day’ needs of local people (  ) 

Student accommodation: 

1.2 The report  claims ‘A young student population is also now coming into the area attracted to both 

the City Centre Colleges to the east and Harcourt Hill Campus to the south’ (2.0.3). The report fails to 

produce any evidence for this. In fact it is the case that the Harcourt Hill campus (owned and 

operated by Oxford Brookes University), provides sufficient accommodation for all of its local 

students, and the university has no intention of expanding its intake to the point that it would 

require new accommodation on this scale. It is unclear what the authors of the report are referring 

to  by  the ‘City Centre Colleges’ – Oxford University is likewise unlikely to be expanding to the point 

where there would be demand for such provision; and Oxford and Cherwell College is in the FE 

sector, and the majority of students live at home. Without a quantified evidence base, the viability 

and the need for 525 student rooms is highly questionable. In paragraph 3.26. this false assumption 

is reiterated – ‘ within Botley there is an acknowledged under provision of well designed and well 

managed student residential accommodation’. The vale should ask who acknowledges this? The fact 

that there may be little purpose built student accommodation is not the same as saying there is an 

‘under provision’.  

 

In addition, the design quality of these , as presented in Doric’s own plans, is so low, particularly  in 

terms of space standards, the Vale should reject them. 



2 | P a g e  
 

 

 

The need for growth: 

1.3 There is no evidence that  the ‘Botley District Centre’ (sic) is ‘facing the need to adapt to new 

audiences’  2.0.3). There is some growth in terms of housing, but the local plan caps this at 900 

houses  as a maximum, not of a scale that would justify the proposed new development.  

 

The need for better car access: 

1.4  The argument set out in para 2.0.4 that there is an ‘increased dependency on convenient car access’  

which means that the capacity of the current ‘district’ centre has been ‘outstripped’ is wrong on a 

number of levels.  Clearly if the scale of development proposed is to be viable, commercially, then 

providing increased capacity for cars is needed. However, Botley is a local centre, and the current car 

provision is entirely adequate for a development of the existing scale. In addition, the provision of a 

very large superstore and six screen cinema, which would require a 500+ space car park, runs 

entirely against the Vale’s own ambitions in terms of sustainable development – in terms of 

transport; and in terms of its recognition of the current unacceptable levels of  air pollution in this 

precise location, adjacent to the A34. The proposed development will inevitably mean a significant 

increase in car journey’s across Oxford and from the west, resulting in much poorer air quality, and 

greatly increased congestion. 

 

Pedestrian and cycle access: 

1.5 The report may be right in its  assessment of the current layout  as poorly designed for pedestrians 

and cyclists: ‘(it) suffers from conflicting routes and provision where pedestrians do not have priority 

or even an equitable opportunity to share external space’ (whatever that means). However,  Doric’s 

proposals do nor address this issues – there is entirely inadequate provision for cyclists. In addition,  

the conflicts between cars and non car users  of the site will be made significantly worse, both by the 

increase in parking provision,  the inevitable increase in use by lorries servicing the superstore. The 

design has not incorporated any changes to the highway layout to address this very serious issue. 

Access to both the West Way, and to Westminster way  will create greatly increased difficulties for 

all modes. 

 

High street comparison: 

1.6 Paragraph 2.0.6  is clearly written by someone who has not grasped the nature of Botley as a 

suburban location. First of all, it is a misnomer to refer to Botley as a High Street. It is a local service 

centre, with a mix and scale of commercial provision appropriate to its location and to the  local 

catchment which will not change in any significant scale – short of the green belt and Wytham 

Woods being built on. This paragraph goes on to imply that Botley’s commercial offer has been 

affected in the same way as many poorly performing town centres, by the recent recession. This is 

simply untrue. In terms of vacancy rates, these have remained consistently low: and both the 

independent traders and the multiples in the shopping precinct have remained ‘vibrant’. So the 

failing high street analogy is a false and misleading one. The paragraph then asserts that we do not 

shop in the way we used to, and that this is in part due to the growth in the internet trade. This is 

true – but the conclusion that follows is not that there is therefore more of a need for large 

superstores, such as the one proposed, but less. Both the Portas Review and the Grimely (check) 
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reports into the decline of town centres, recognise the enduring vitality of secondary, non high 

street locations such as Botley precisely because they are not in competition with larger centres, but 

service the day-to day needs of local people. 

 

Regeneration: 

1.7 Another misnomer. The report  (2.0.7), along with many of Doric’s other statements about their 

proposal, suggest that Botley needs regenerating. This is not in fact the case. Botley is not, a place in 

need of regeneration as such, although the majority of local people recognise the need for some 

limited refurbishment.  It is not in an economically deprived ward, and it is not failing socially or 

commercially. It certainly is not a high street in decline (wrong on both counts) which would justify 

the reference to the work of English Heritage on this issue.  Rather disingenuously it says (2.0.10) 

‘Although the report is focussed on places in more obvious (sic) historic areas never the less the 

experience of successfully tackling these issues can usefully be applied to Botley and its present 

District (sic) Centre’. None of this is true. 

Congestion: 

1.8  Ironically, the report makes a good case against the development it has been commissioned to 

support.  Paragraph 2.1.5, says ‘The commuting traffic congestion pressures along the West Way and 

to some extent Westminster Way also impact on the local environment. The busy nature of West 

Way also has the effect of severing the popular local primary school in Elm (sic) Road from the 

District (sic) Centre opposite’  What it fails then to say, is how ta large scale redevelopment, with a 

significantly increased car parking provision  would mitigate thee environmental issues. The lack of 

any attempt to redesign the crossing point, or the highway (through traffic calming measures), is 

clear evidence that the report is merely parroting what the client feels should be said, with no real 

intention of delivering the objective. 

Retail provision: 

1.9 Paragraph 2.2.3 suggests that ‘by any objective analysis, there is only a limited range of retail and 

local services in a district (sic) centre needing to serve a growing community’. The report provides no 

‘objective analysis’, so this remains merely a merely a subjective assertion. In addition, the premise 

that there is a need for large scale development, because of the ‘growing community’, is again 

inconsistent with the reality of Botley’s growth – which is of an additional maximum of 900 homes, 

not more. 

 

The need for growth: 

1.10 Paragraph 2.2.6, which attempts to make a case that there is a need for growth is, 

unfortunately, so badly written that it is difficult to work out its core argument: ‘A challenging fact 

(challenging to whom?) is the number of people who presently drive past and contribute to the 

existing traffic congestion east of the A34 flyover when a good offer here in Botley could provide an 

alternative destination that would go some way to moderate this situation’ (which situation? - 

Congestion?). It is difficult to see how attracting people off of the A34 – which will remain the main 
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route to Botley – will ease in any way the congestion on the A34, since it is the A34 along which new 

customers will come to make the proposal viable. 

 

The prominence of Elms Parade: 

1.11  Paragraph 2.32 tries to assert that because Elms Parade is well set back, with car parking in 

front of it, it lacks an active frontage or edge . In my professional urban design opinion this is 

nonsense. Elms Parade achieves a good balance between active edge – shops and flats overlooking 

the public space – and function, where access to a small amount of short stay car parking in front of 

it provides both animation, and helps make the retail more viable. It is in need of some floorscape 

and other landscape improvements; but fundamentally it gets the relationship between use and 

public space just about right. In townscape terms, the fact that Elms Parade is set back, actually gives 

it greater prominence or presence, from a longer view, than if it met the highway more immediately. 

The author of the report does not seem to understand the basics of good place making.  

Architectural merit: 

1.11 Paragraph 2.4.2 suggests that Elms parade and Westway House ‘are not of sufficient quality 

in their own right  i(sic) in terms of building form and elevational treatment to provide a positive 

impact’. It is wrong to put these two buildings in the same sentence, and thus make the same 

judgement about them Westway House has little architectural merit, and is not locally regarded; 

Elms Parade is an entirely different matter. It does have significant merit in terms both of its 

historical significance for the local community, and in townscape terms – it was conceived and built 

as one of three elements that make up an historic type in this location – the other two being the 

Seacourt Pub and the 1930s housing in hazel and Seacourt Roads, and in Arthray Road and beyond. 

To demolish Elms Parade would be to remove this key element in the local historic and community 

identity of the area. Again this is something the author of the report fails to recognise as a key part 

of good place making and urban design. 

Comparisons with Headington and Summertown: 

1.13  Paragraph 3.1.2 states that ‘there is no reason….in urban design terms why Botley cannot 

aspire to be of similar quality and significance as Summertown …and Headington’. This is a 

remarkable statement: first because Headington and Summertown are, in urban design terms, no 

better in their urban design quality than Botley (and in many ways worse, as the congestion in 

Headington would attest); second in that it fails to recognise the existing hierarchy of ‘significance’ 

between these edge of town and suburban locations. Botley is a local centre, but on a smaller scale 

because it is rigt at the western edge of the Oxford conurbation –and always will be; Headington has 

a much larger catchment, and Summertown likewise – as well as a more affluent one. 

 

Overall assessment: 

The report submitted to the vale that purports to provide the urban design case for the proposal is, 

in my view view, deeply flawed, and deliberately misleading. It is poorly written; it provides no 

evidence for the many claims that it makes about such things as the need for student housing, the 

need for a large superstore, or the changes to the character and scale of Botley. It deliberately 
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ignores the fact that Botley is, in its planning designation, a Local not a District Centre; and it 

advocates a scheme which will have seriously negative environmental impacts - particularly in terms 

of traffic, congestion and a poorer non car environment; and the prosed plans make no attempt to 

mitigate these environmental impacts. 

 

 

 

 

 


