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West Way Community Concern 

 
Comments on the Additional Documentation (2014-09-08) for 
Planning Application P13/V2733/FUL 

 

October 2014 

Summary 
 

In this report, we comment on the additional documentation, amended plans and ES 
addendum and on responses from the applicant to previous comments. 

We wish our previous objections, submitted on 27 March and 24 June 2014 to remain in 
their entirety.  

The key points of our objection are: 

Compliance with planning policies 
We note that the applicant offers no new material on planning considerations, and our 
previous objections still apply. 

Traffic 
The amended traffic assessment provides further conflicting data and conclusions, and as 
such fails to demonstrate that there will be significant increase in traffic on the already 
congested local roads.  

Student Accommodation 
The student accommodation plans remain badly thought out, and in light of recent 
statements by the University of Oxford and Oxford Brookes University, the financial viability 
of this aspect of the scheme is highly questionable.  

Financial Viability 
Statements from the applicant and recent trends in retail lead to a conclusion that there is 
considerable risk that the development will not be financially viable. 

Flawed design concept 
It is apparent that the design concept is flawed and does not serve the needs of the local 
population. It would be better to start again, working from first principles and objectively-
assessed needs to determine the optimum scale of development. 
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1 Introduction 

In this report, we comment on the additional documentation, amended plans and ES 
addendum and on responses from the applicant to previous comments  

While the amended plans have focused on architectural details, WWCC consider that the 
changes have not resolved the fundamental issues raised - wrong scale, over-dominant 
design, traffic implications - and in some cases have made matters worse. The applicant has 
responded selectively to concerns raised by the Design Review Panel, the Local Highways 
Authority and few others in a piecemeal fashion. In doing so, they have made the plans more 
incomprehensible and introduced new changes without thinking through the consequences, 
to produce a situation that remains unfit for purpose. 

2 Relevant Planning Policies  

2.1 Existing and emerging policy 

Taking account of the amended plans, the proposed development remains incompatible with 
existing and emerging policy: 

DC1: The development would adversely affect those attributes that make a positive 
contribution to the character of Botley (e.g. greenery and open space, the local heritage 
asset of Elms Parade). It does not take into account local distinctiveness, instead inserting a 
collection of standard elements (superstore, cinema, hotel, etc.) that are typically found on 
the edges of built-up areas rather than in the midst of residential housing.  

Claims in documents from the applicant that the proposals are in line with DC1 offer no more 
than opinions in support of this claim. 

DC9: The development would unacceptably harm the amenity of neighbouring properties, 
particularly in terms of dominance or visual intrusion.  

S1: The development would not be in keeping with the scale and character of Botley and 
would create unacceptable traffic problems, owing to the large numbers of people required 
from outside the immediate area to make the proposal economically viable.  

S12: The development would cause demonstrable harm to the function and character of the 
Botley local service centre, redefining it as a much larger centre that is dependent on car-
borne patrons and no longer offering the ease and convenience of smaller-scale day-to-day 
shopping.  

L6: The proposal includes a major commercial leisure facility in the form of a six-screen 
cinema, however the need for this to be located in Botley has not been established. The 
applicant has not demonstrated that there are no suitable locations for this facility in the 
larger centres of VOWH, e.g. Abingdon or Wantage, which do not benefit from the cinema 
facilities of Oxford City to the same extent as Botley and which would be preferable town 
centre locations.  

T1: While provision of a hotel in Botley might be viable, the current proposal for a five-story 
is not in keeping with the current scale and character of this low-rise area.  

All of the above Saved Policies from the Local Plan 2011 are fully consistent with the NPPF.  

The inherent inflexibility of the proposal, based on a large superstore model that is failing in 
the current retail climate, is also contradictory to NPPF para 14 (the presumption in favour of 
sustainable development). This is not a future-proof design, nor does the oversized scale 
actively encourage non-car modes of transport.  
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It also remains counter to Paragraph 34 on National Planning Policy Guidance which states 
that “Plans and decisions should ensure developments that generate significant movement 
are located where the need to travel will be minimised and the use of sustainable modes can 
be maximised”. This development will only function by drawing in trade from a very wide 
area, which, because of the geographically constrained nature of the local area will nearly all 
come by car along already busy roads. 

Finally, this development contradicts aspects of emerging Local Plan Core Policy 11 for 
Botley Central Area. This policy specifies that Botley will remain a local service centre, 
‘providing a well-integrated mix of shops and services to meet day-to-day shopping needs of 
the local area’. The step-change in scale and function of Botley that would result from this 
proposal goes against this policy and should be rejected.  

2.2 Rushden Lakes 

We note the inclusion in the proposal of a report on the Secretary of State’s ruling on 
Rushden Lakes development as a supporting document. We would dispute strongly the 
relevance of this.  Rushden Lakes is a very different application from West Way in just about 
every respect except that each contains retail and leisure uses. Rushden Lakes’ relation to 
Northampton is very different from that of West Way to Oxford. The Rushden Lakes site is 
on undeveloped land situated between the urban areas of Rushden and Wellingborough, 
and adds to the retail offer in an already developed area rather than demolishing an existing 
centre.  

To include it in this amendment is irrelevant and confusing. The public are required to submit 
objections to the proposed development on material grounds. Why should we also be asked 
to look at a report on another development altogether, in a different county? Might one 
wonder whether its purpose is to send a message to the public or the planning authority, and 
what that message might be?  

The covering memo from RPS refers to a report by Montagu Evans. This has not been made 
available to the public, and, therefore, once this document is provided, we may wish to make 
further comment.  

2.3 Irrelevance of Oxford City policies 

The applicant references Oxford City Council policies on retail hierarchy and student 
accommodation, in support of their application. Such policies are specific to Oxford City, and 
should not be used in determining this application. With the exception of the Harcourt Hill 
Campus, VOWH District Council currently has no policies in support of student 
accommodation in Botley.  

3 Student accommodation 

The amended plans included an increase in the proportion of studio flats, purportedly aimed 
at post-graduates. In practice these could be occupied by undergraduates or postgraduates, 
and none of the accommodation is suitable for mature students with families (as none have 
bedrooms separable from the rest of the living space).  

The amended plans also attempt to address some of the issues raised by the South East 
Regional Design Review Panel. However, some of the problems still remain, such as single 
aspect, north-facing rooms. The redesign of the south-facing elevation has resulted in 
student rooms no longer directly overlooking the backs of houses in Arthray Road. While an 
improvement, this design change results in less public open space for the students, 
potentially putting more pressure on the piazza (shared with the public) to accommodate this 
need.  
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The further documentation which has been submitted as justification for the amount of 
student accommodation has been reviewed in detail. The analysis is based on flawed data, 
and, by the author’s admission, no knowledge of the Oxford University college system. 
Robust objective data, including that of the 2011 Census, indicates that there are between 0 
and 150 students currently living in Botley (see Figure 1 below). The proposed student 
accommodation block thus remains a gross over-provision.  

Both universities have since provided formal written statements that they have no intention 
of using this provision in Botley. 

.We refer you also to the detailed comments made by Professor Hilary Priestly, which have 
been submitted as a comment on this planning application. 

 

3.1 Student management plan 

This document was submitted late and gives the impression of a rushed and poorly thought 
out approach to managing the presence of 525 students newly introduced to the Botley area.  

The company responsible for student management, Graduation Management Services, is 
cited as a brand of Mace Real Estate Ltd. However it has no prior presence online and 
appears to have been created solely for the purpose of citation in this report.  

On page 2 of the plan, “our close working relationships with Universities” is cited. However 
as above both the University of Oxford and Oxford Brookes University have recently 



 

5 
 

confirmed in writing that they have no intention to be involved with this student 
accommodation provision.  

Most of the responsibility for the day-to-day management of the accommodation appears to 
rest on the shoulders of employed student wardens, which will not provide the level of 
dedicated professional support to students as is currently available in accommodation 
provided directly by the Universities. 

The reference to a 24-hour call line for complaints by neighbours is indicative of the conflicts 
that may occur with this large and sudden influx of students into a residential area where 
there are currently very few students.  

4 Updated traffic review 

The revised traffic assessment only provides further conflicting data and conclusions. The 
Transport Assessment (TA) submitted with the Planning Application had to be virtually re-
written in response to questions raised by Oxfordshire County Council, the Highways 
Agency and others. 

Both Transport Assessments that have been produced are fundamentally flawed. Both 
include a series of assumptions that underestimate the amount of traffic that will be 
associated with the development on local roads. Both arrive at very similar results, which 
happen to imply levels of traffic that will not cause problems, but which show enough 
patronage to make the proposed centre viable. With all the changes made this points to the 
desired answer having directed the methodology and assumptions.  

In particular: 

 Data for traffic expectations for the supermarket claim to be for Friday but also uses 
other days of the week (days when the amount of shopping is much lower) – these 
lead to an underestimate of supermarket traffic of about 15%; 

 The origins of journeys have been modelled in a way which greatly exaggerates the 
amount of local journeys (to make the number of journeys from more distant places 
look less) – 40% of attraction (for vehicles) is assumed to come from a small area 
within about 500 metres of the site; 

 Downplayed the amount of traffic likely to use Westminster Way as a rat run (the 
original analysis completely ignored this aspect); 

 Used a variety of assumptions to imply that the amount of extra traffic on the roads 
will be much less than is likely (pass-by, diverted and secondary linked trips). By their 
calculations only about 35% of total predicted traffic on weekdays and 30% on 
Saturdays adds to traffic on surrounding roads while figures from a variety of 
independent academic research would imply these figures should be about 56%. 
This means around 80% more traffic is likely to be added to the surrounding roads 
than the TA forecasts; 

 Ignored that some traffic uses the current site as a rat-run or to drop children off for 
school (20% in the AM peak), which makes the current centre seem busier, and 
hence, the relative increase in traffic for the proposed development seem less; 

 Shown two different sets of figures for expected car park use. The most recent 
assumes that nearly 100 cars used by employees will be parked in surrounding roads 
throughout the working day; 

 Spreads out the area where anyone not using the covered car park will park to make 
‘parking stress’ seem a lot less than it would do in reality, and allowing, for example, 
parking on both sides of the road on Cumnor Hill before ‘parking stress’ is reached; 

The effect of these assumptions is very difficult to calculate but the overall increase in traffic 
would be very much more than forecast. This has implications for the roads that should be 
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studied in the Environmental Statement for impacts. Far from having no roads included in 
the new assessment, West Way, the entire length of Westminster Way, and the Botley Road 
– A34 link road should all be included in such assessment. 

The measures proposed for mitigating the impacts and lessening car use are still unrealistic. 
Without parking charges Travel Plan measures are generally ineffective; the new analysis 
admits to much traffic parking in surrounding roads, and it is difficult to understand what 
measures would work to ‘spread the peak’ since the Oxford ‘rush hour’ extends from 7am to 
9:30am and from 3pm to 7pm. The student management plan is unworkable. 

Given these two flawed assessments, it is not credible that any sound conclusion could be 
reached that a development of this scale at this location would not create traffic problems. 

A full comment has been provided by Gordon Stokes, and is available on the WWCC web-
site; at http://westwayconcern.files.wordpress.com/2014/10/transportcomments.pdf.  

5 Impact on Oxford City Views and Setting 

Oxford City Council has long-standing policies which seek to protect the setting of Oxford 
and important views into, out of and across this world class city. Inevitably, the setting 
includes parts of neighbouring local authorities, including the Vale of White Horse, and there 
is a statutory duty on local authorities to co-operate with each other in implementing such 
policies. 

Quantifying the degree of harm to views can be difficult and statements by developers can 
underestimate the impact of their proposals and those of objectors to a scheme can 
exaggerate impact. For this reason, and because of the international importance of Oxford’s 
setting, English Heritage and Oxford City Council have been working on a methodology to 
enable the significance of views to be objectively articulated which allows the impact of 
development to be properly assessed. The final study on this has just been out to public 
consultation and is now being used to assess the impact of development in and around 
Oxford. The study makes clear that whilst the local plan identifies a number of viewcones 
which offer some of the most important views of Oxford, it stresses that these are only a 
sample of the viewing places. Many others exist.  

With regard to the West Way development, whilst this does not fall within one of the sample 
viewcones, there is no doubt that it will impinge on the green setting of the city. It will be 
visible from some of the established viewing places as well as many viewing points within 
and across the city. The fact that not all of these are currently fully accessible to the public is 
not material. WWCC considers it essential that a proper objective assessment is made of the 
impact of the proposed development on the harm to significance of the setting of Oxford and 
that should be done in consultation with Oxford City Council BEFORE any decision is made 
on the current application. The scheme should then be modified to avoid any harm. 

6 Concerns about financial viability 

6.1 Overall financial viability 

Cumnor Parish Council has stated that it does not believe the model proposed to be 
commercially viable or sustainable. 

The applicant says (in response to the Design Review panel’s question on the large size of 
the superstore) “the quantum of uses proposed on the site are essential for the scheme’s 
viability – with the extent of existing uses and separate landholdings across the scheme this 
is an expensive project to develop”. 

http://westwayconcern.files.wordpress.com/2014/10/transportcomments.pdf
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This statement, also taken in the context of recent reports concerning intentions of the major 
superstores and performance of ‘high street’ retail, leads one to conclude that the financial 
model is quite fragile. 

6.2 Design evolution and alternatives 

The applicant says that the earlier smaller scale development was not a viable option for the 
site, and that a viable development needs to include the land occupied by Field House.  

No evidence for this claim has been presented. It is known that 13 companies prepared bids 
for Site 1 alone, and VOWH consulted on Sites 1 and 2, implying that smaller viable 
schemes are possible. The Design & Access Statement shows no consideration of anything 
other than the fully expanded site, falsely implying that no alternatives are possible. In the 
absence of any market testing of the Site 1 + Site 2 option (without Field House, etc.), this 
claim of no alternative is not credible. 

The applicant alludes to the considerable expense and uncertainly of acquiring the land for 
the project as proposed. A smaller scheme would not incur this risk, or the expense of 
purchase, demolition and replacement of existing buildings, such as Field House, Elms 
Parade and the vicarage. 

6.3 Estimates of sources of trade for the supermarket 

A memo from Ross Bowen of RPS to Julian Philcox, dated 14th August has been included 
with the amended plans. Many of the statements made show a lack of understanding of the 
road systems around Oxford City (these include the suggestion that those living to the east 
of the centre might consider travelling through the city to Botley in preference to travelling to 
a supermarket to the east), and ignore the major development in Westgate and the new 
Waitrose, which will be in operation before any redevelopment at Botley. The conclusions 
reached must be considered to be suspect. It fails to mention the two Sainsbury’s at Heyford 
Hill and Kidlington, or the fact that all other stores mentioned have petrol stations.  

It is noted, however, that the largest estimated ‘claw back’ is from Tesco in Abingdon, 
although this may be an overestimate, given that this Tesco has a petrol station.  The impact 
on a shopping centre with significant levels of unoccupied properties is an issue that should 
be considered as part of any economic planning process. 

The memo refers to documents which have not yet been made available to the public, and 
therefore, once these documents are provided we may wish to make further comment. 

7 Amended plans and Doric’s Responses to the Design SE review 

7.1 The role of the South East Regional Design Review Panel 

Design South East (D:SE) prides itself in giving impartial expert design advice and is well 
respected for its independent stance. It is regrettable therefore, that their comments could be 
seen to be partial, in favour of the development, and indeed are being interpreted as such. 
Their comments are based on mis-information given to them at the design review meeting 
which suggested that Botley is part of the area proposed for a massive increase in housing; 
that it is part of the development of the Science Vale City Deal; that there is a need for a 
major superstore and cinema and that students are taking up valuable housing which would 
otherwise meet local needs. None of this is true. The Panel’s questions seeking a 
justification for the principle of the development and the scale proposed were not honestly 
answered. 
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Notwithstanding this, D:SE made some comments which sought to improve design and 
mitigate the worst impacts of the scheme. The amended plans pay lip service to this; nothing 
significant has been changed. The design remains appallingly poor in scale, massing, 
functionality, materials and details. We suggest the scheme should be re-presented to D:SE 
with an honest explanation of local needs, local plan policy and with options for meeting 
these needs. The Vale’s Development Forum has been established to allow stakeholders to 
have an input into major planning applications. This would seem to be an appropriate forum 
for a continuing discussion on the design, with representation from WWCC as a recognised 
community group. 

More detailed comments are contained in Annex 1. 

7.2 Three dimensional physical model 

North Hinskey Parish Council requested a 3D physical model and the design Review Panel 
said that “The scheme needs to be modelled in three dimensions to see whether this 
essentially residential area can satisfactorily accommodate such a big development. We 
have doubts about the height and emphasis given to the north-eastern corner ….”. 

We continue to be disappointed that the applicant considers it not to be ‘cost-effective’ to 
produce a physical 3D model, and that one was not insisted upon. We question whether it is 
possible to make a fully informed judgement of the relationship of this development to the 
surrounding residential properties just from a computer generated ‘walk-through’ static and 
photo montages from selected viewpoints, especially as some of these truncate the full 
height of the buildings in the north-east corner. The most recent video has not even been 
made available for the public to see. 
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Annex 1 – Detailed comments on the responses to the Design Review 
Panel 
 

Reference numbers below are those in the Mountford Piggott document, 
E:1612:Admin:Design Panel Response. 

1.2 ‘The scheme needs to be modelled in three dimensions to see whether this essentially 
residential area can satisfactorily accommodate such a big development. We have doubts 
about the height and emphasis given to the north-eastern corner ….’ 

Our comment – We would be pleased to see the three dimensional model referred to in the 
Design Team response. Until this is made available, we would consider that it is difficult for 
the Vale planning officers and committee to make a proper assessment of the relationship 
between the proposed buildings and the surrounding area. 

1.2 ‘We would also recommend simplifying the architectural treatment, perhaps drawing 
more on the present day character of Botley ..’ 

Our comment – Simply putting more bricks into the frontage does not adequately respond to 
this statement. The buildings remain blocky and are repetitive in design, twice as tall as any 
neighbouring buildings, and lacking in any features that mimic the existing character of the 
area (e.g. sloping roofs). 

2.1 ‘We wonder whether the large size of the store in relation to the size of the site, together 
with the extent of other uses proposed is restricting flexibility in the design’ 

Our comment – The applicant’s response to this was a marginal reduction in the size of the 
supermarket. This size of supermarket contradicts the objectively assessed needs for future 
retail provision outlined in the 2013 Retail and Town Centre Study for VOWH, which calls for 
modest growth of less that 600 sq m above current provision; the proposed development 
provides double and triple the projected needed retail space for comparison and 
convenience goods, respectively. To date no retailer has committed to the food store, in 
spite of strong interest from initial bidders on the smaller development site. Analysis of both 
the retail impact assessment and the transport assessment show that the proposed size is 
very much larger than the surrounding area could independently sustain; the development 
would need to draw in trade from a wide area.  

2.8 ‘More thought need to be given to the impact of the current design proposals onto the 
backs of the houses on Arthray Road, ensuring that there is a very significant improvement 
to the existing arrangements’ 

Our comment – In spite of purported improvements, Figures 26, 27 and 30 of the amended 
Visual Impact Assessment indicate that the backs of Arthray Road houses will still be 
dominated by the seven-storey development. We do not consider this an improvement over 
existing arrangements, where most of these houses face buildings of no more than two 
storeys.  

4.2 ‘The steps need to be part of an inviting approach to the piazza, rather than a barrier to 
it’ 

Our comment – The zig-zagging ramp creates an awkward route for those with limited 
mobility, potentially coming into conflict with those using the steps. The design may invite 
use as a skating zone rather than as a safe and inviting entrance to the piazza.  

 

4.3 ‘There is a particular opportunity to enhance the setting of the church of St Peter and St 
Paul  ..We are not convinced by the relationship with the car park as currently shown.’ 

Our comment – While there has been improvement in terms of visual screening of the 
Garden of Remembrance from the piazza and car park, the fundamental concept of 



 

10 
 

surrounding the church and its quiet spaces with tall commercial buildings (particularly the 
close-sitting cinema block) remains wrong.  

5.1 ‘If Elms Parade is to be demolished, we believe its successor should be of at least 
equal architectural merit.’ 

Our comment – The proposals for the West Way frontage cannot be described as of equal 
architectural merit to Elms Parade. 

5.1  ‘Because of the large size of this urban block, particularly in relation to its context, there 
may be a case for breaking the development into smaller, quite simple discrete blocks.’ 

Our comment – This comment suggests the possibility of a radical re-think of the overall 
scale and design of the development. The applicant’s response to this suggestion was 
wholly inadequate, attempting to apply the comment to a specific elevation rather than to the 
block as a whole: ‘The radical re-modelling of the student residences has changed the 
continuous south elevation into a series of blocks, reducing the previous impacts both from 
long distance and from the rear of the Arthray Road properties.’ 

5.2 ‘Botley has a fairly low-key, undemonstrative character …. . with a fairly simple 
palette of brick and render walls with dark tile roofs. The same tonal effect might be carried 
through here …’ 

Our comment – Changes to the surfaces of buildings do not mask the fact that the proposed 
buildings are starkly at odds with Botley’s current character. The applicant argues that ‘it is 
appropriate for the replacement district centre to have a separate identity to the residential 
suburbs which surround it’, dismissing counter evidence based on rigorous character 
assessment methodology as ‘a matter of opinion’.   


