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Dear Mr Walker, 

Response to ‘Site at West Way Botley – Demand for Student Housing’ report by CBRE Ltd  

This document is written in response to the report prepared by CBRE Limited for Doric Properties 

and included in Planning Application P13/V2733/FUL. The CBRE report presents the applicant’s case for the 

inclusion of 525 student bedrooms in the proposal. This response demonstrates the flawed assumptions 

underpinning the projected local demand for student accommodation, highlighting the high economic risk of this 

aspect of the scheme.  

Other issues related to the proposed student accommodation need to be addressed, for example the lack of on-

site management of the building, lack of parking facilities, lack of wider student support services (e.g. pastoral 

care and dining facilities that Oxford college typically provide), and the small size of units. These wider issues are 

acknowledged in the Conclusions below; however this response is focused mainly on the market viability of the 

proposed student accommodation, which we argue has not been demonstrated in the CBRE report or 

elsewhere in the planning application.     

 

CBRE Report summary 

The three-page report draws mainly on overall numbers of full-time students based in the whole of Oxford city, 

based on figures from the Higher Education Statistical Agency (HESA). It highlights the difference between total 

full-time student numbers for the 2011/12 academic year (32,297 for the University of Oxford and Oxford Brookes 

University combined) and the amount of available purpose-built student accommodation, less those students not 

currently in attendance, living with a parent/guardian, or living in their own residents. Based on a potential total 

market of 7,719 students (reduced to 6,100 students if all current pipeline accommodation is built), the report 

concludes: 

“Student accommodation is a city-wide issue in Oxford. Although Botley falls within the boundaries of the Vale of 

White Horse District Council, this distinction is somewhat arbitrary, given that it is within 1 mile of the city centre, 

and accessible by public transport. This is closer than many other parts of Oxford which are popular with 

students, such as Cowley. 

Given the site’s proximity to the centre of Oxford and ongoing demand for student housing we consider that the 

proposed development offers an opportunity to provide good quality purpose built student housing, which in turn 

will free up traditional residential properties within Botley and reduce the demand pressure on local housing in 

Oxford generally.”  

 

Flawed assumptions 

While these figures make a strong case for a demand for student accommodation in Oxford generally, the report 

provides no evidence of any particular demand for student accommodation in Botley specifically.  

The report makes two flawed assumptions: 

1. that there is already high pressure on the local housing market in Botley owing to students.  

2. that Oxford students would be just as likely to live in Botley as elsewhere, and that distance to city 

centre (specifically, the western edge of it, i.e. the rail station) will be the main factor that will influence 

students’ choice of location. 

Neither of these assumptions is supported by local-level data. The first assumption is addressed in the next two 

sections, and the second is addressed towards the end of this response.  



The high city-wide demand for student accommodation is not reflected locally 

Taking a city-wide view, the demand for student housing in North and West Oxford (the OX2 postcode area) is 

low in comparison to Cowley and Headington, where most Oxford students live. The relative popularity among 

students of areas across Oxford is reflected in the number of Houses of Multiple Occupancy (HMO)
1
 – which are 

predominantly student houses – in each area: 

OX1 (city centre)    247 registries  (10% of total) 

OX2 (Summertown and west Oxford) 333 registries (13% of total) 

OX3 (Headington)   613 registries  (25% of total) 

OX4 (Cowley)     1303 registries  (52% of total) 

 

In spite of its relative proximity to the city centre, the OX2 postcodes account for just 13% of shared houses 

in Oxford.  

Sub-area analysis shows that the shared houses within this zone are concentrated in the northern part of 

city centre (OX2 6 post codes) and along the Botley Road (OX2 0 post codes, up to the Toys R Us store). As 

the Vale of White Horse does not provide an equivalent database for HMO registries, a manual search of 

registries was undertaken by Premier Letting & Management on behalf of West Way Community Concern for the 

Elms Rise estate area, bounded by West Way, Westminster Way, Arnold’s Way and Raleigh Park Road. Only 

one house registered for multiple occupancy was identified in close proximity to the West Way development (in 

Beech Road). A second student house (in Hazel Road) was identified through a search of properties currently on 

the rental market, which supported the general trend of concentration closer to the city centre; of 86 properties 

with three bedrooms or more (the typical configuration for students) currently available to rent in OX2, only 5 

properties (6%) are located in Botley/Cumnor
2
.   

 

No local demand at Harcourt Hill 

The only locally relevant information that the report provides is in a short section on page three, ‘Student 

Numbers at the Harcourt Hill campus’, which is located within walking distance of Botley. This section states: 

“The university [Oxford Brookes] has announced its aspiration to grow the campus by up to 3,000 students. 

However, Westminster Hall (located on Harcourt Hill Campus), which provides a total of 312 bedspaces, is 

currently the only purpose built student accommodation scheme serving Harcourt Hill. In the event that the 

campus grows in line with the university’s aspirations, further accommodation will be needed to meet the growth 

in student numbers specifically in the vicinity of Botley. At present, this additional demand would be absorbed by 

shared houses in the Botley area.” 

This statement is in direct contrast to the university’s own research and statement on its accommodation needs 

for the Harcourt Hill campus. In its Harcourt Hill Masterplan document, published in December 2012, the section 

on Student ‘Accommodation for Students’ (page 16) states: 

“The vast majority of existing students studying on the Harcourt Hill campus either live on the campus or 

in the city. Only approximately 60-80 students currently live in local private housing. The University 

recently carried out a survey which indicated that access to friends, the city centre, social facilities etc 

are most important to students when choosing somewhere to live. Therefore we anticipate that increase 

in students will not significantly effect the local private rent market.” 

                                                           
1
 Figures obtained on 17

th
 March 2014 through Oxford City Council website: 

http://www.oxford.gov.uk/PageRender/decB/Licensing_applications_search_occw.htm 
2
 Search conducted on 25

th
 March 2014 via Rightmove: http://www.rightmove.co.uk/property-to-

rent/map.html?locationIdentifier=OUTCODE%5E1893&insId=3&minBedrooms=3 
 

http://www.oxford.gov.uk/PageRender/decB/Licensing_applications_search_occw.htm
http://www.rightmove.co.uk/property-to-rent/map.html?locationIdentifier=OUTCODE%5E1893&insId=3&minBedrooms=3
http://www.rightmove.co.uk/property-to-rent/map.html?locationIdentifier=OUTCODE%5E1893&insId=3&minBedrooms=3


The Harcourt Hill Masterplan also notes uncertainty in the level and timeframe for growth of the campus, in 

contrast to the CBRE report’s confident assertion that student accommodation on the West Way site will be 

needed. Page 4 of the Masterplan states:  

“Initial analysis suggests that the maximum capacity of the site, if developed to its full, could range from an 

additional 1,000 students and some additional staff (based on current University occupation levels) through to an 

additional 3,000 students and 350 staff (based on a more intensive use of the site).  

It is important to understand that these figures are the sites maximum potential over the long term period, and not 

a specific development intention. The degree to which these aspirations will be fully developed on the campus 

cannot be definitively stated and how student numbers may actually grow. 

…whilst the Masterplan sets out a vision for the campus for the next 20 years it is not possible to set out a 

timetable for when detailed proposals and planning applications for the Masterplan are likely to come forward.” 

The CBRE report’s conclusion that the proposed development will ‘free up traditional residential properties within 

Botley’ is thus a tenuous claim, and the numbers of Harcourt Hill students currently occupying the local 

housing market (60-80 according to the University’s own recent research) would occupy a mere 15% or 

less of the proposed accommodation.  

 

Taking account of both the city-wide HMO registry data and the figures provided by Oxford Brookes specifically 

for the Harcourt Hill campus, a high demand for student accommodation in the local area is not evident, 

undermining one of the key assumptions of the CBRE report. 

 

Barriers for students living in Botley 

The CBRE report further assumes that Botley’s relative proximity to the city centre would be appealing to 

students, and yet as the above data show it is not currently a popular area among students in spite of high city-

wide demand for private rented accommodation.  

The reasons for this centre on local factors. Botley is relatively isolated geographically from the rest of the 

city, bounded by a flood plain to the east (which significantly limits development) and green belt land to the north 

and south. It has always been a semi-rural suburb, rather than a continuous extension of the city as Headington 

and Cowley are perceived to be.  

To reach Botley by bicycle (the most popular student mode of travel in Oxford), one passes a long stretch of 

‘retail sheds’ before going through the A34 underpass. Both of these create physical and psychological 

separation for students who wish to make use of city facilities, particularly at night when the retail units are 

closed and this stretch of Botley Road feels empty and potentially threatening.  

Botley also lacks the wider range of facilities offered by the colleges and campuses located within central 

and eastern Oxford city: bars and clubs that cater specifically for students, the main university libraries, student 

union / common room facilities, counselling and careers advice, student-focused medical services, etc. While the 

wider development proposal could provide some additional leisure facilities, it should not be assumed that these 

could replace the substantial resources located elsewhere, closer to the city’s main university facilities. 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

A clear case for the level of demand for student accommodation in Botley assumed by the CBRE report, which 

underpins the financial viability of the proposal, has not been made. When local-level data are taken into account, 

the demand for student accommodation in Botley appears to be very low, well below the level of provision offered 

in this planning application. The small size and fairly restricted configuration of the 525 proposed units would not 

render them easily convertible to long-term homes, for which there is a genuine local need. As no university 

partners have as yet been identified for managing the proposed units, there also remain many unanswered 

questions as to the full social and environmental impact on the community if these units are built.  



Owing to the lack of supporting evidence for its need or demand, coupled with the wider social and economic 

implications for the community if this large block of student rooms is occupied and/or subsequently fails, this 

aspect of Planning Application P13/V2733/FUL should be rejected. 

 

Sincerely yours, 

 

Dr Caroline Potter 

Lecturer and researcher, University of Oxford 

 

on behalf of West Way Community Concern 

 


