
  
 

This document presents the images from the Visual Impact Assessment for planning application 

P13/V2733/FUL, which were included as an appendix to the updated Environmental Statement submitted by 

the applicants in September 2014. 

 

These images are then assessed against the current positive and negative character features of the Botley 

area, as presented by West Way Community Concern in March 2014 via the Botley Character Assessment.  

 

About the Botley Character Assessment: 

Character assessments are now being undertaken by various community groups, as well as local planning 

authorities, to establish a consensus about what the distinctive elements are that make up the character of a 

local area. They are also used to identify what is valued by local communities and to use this information to 

inform planning for change.  

 

To support local communities in undertaking their own assessment of character a number of toolkits have 

been prepared with the assistance of the Commission for Architecture and the Built Environment (CABE) and 

English Heritage. These are a recognised means for community groups to prepare character assessments 

that are sufficiently robust and reliable to be informative for planning decisions. 

 

During January 2014 a group of local residents used the Oxford Character Assessment Toolkit to undertake 

assessment of discrete character areas within Botley. The resulting character statement aims to describe the 

attributes of the local area that make the greatest positive contribution to the character of the locality.  

 

Planning policy and character 

Character has an important place in planning policy. The National Planning Policy Framework sets the 

objective for new development that it must “take account of the different roles and character of different 

areas” as one of 12 core principles that should drive planning. It instructs local planning authorities to 

prepare local plans that are based on an understanding and evaluation of the area’s defining characteristics 

and ensure new development “responds to local character and history, and reflects the identity of local 

surroundings and materials” (NPPF, para 58). Furthermore it states that in determining planning 

applications, planning authorities should take account of “the desirability of new development making a 

positive contribution to local character and distinctiveness” (NPPF, para. 131). 

 

The Vale of White Horse Local Plan 2011 saved Policy DC1 conforms with the objectives of the NPPF and 

states ‘development will be permitted provided that: i. it is of a high quality and inclusive design such that 

the layout, scale, mass, height, detailing, materials used and its relationship to adjoining buildings and open 

space do not adversely affect those attributes that make a positive contribution to the character of the 

locality; ii. it takes into account local distinctiveness and character either in a modern or a traditional 

interpretation.’ 

 

Contents: 

Pages 2-14 of this document reproduce the views from the Visual Impact Assessment provided by the 

applicant in the updated Environmental Statement (pp. 24-36 of Appendix 5.1, inserted after p. 140 of the 

ES). We provide our assessment in the comments inserted below each image.   

 

Pages 16-17 list the positive and negative character features of Botley, as defined in the Botley Character 

Asessment. The images from the Visual Impact Assessment are then assessed against these criteria, with 

references to the Figures that support our analysis.  

Visual impact of proposed Botley District Centre 



 

 

 

How we see it: The height and bulk of the new buildings are easily visible above the A34 flyover when approaching Botley from 

Oxford City. In its objection to this application, Oxfordshire Architectural and Historical Society (OAHS) provide visualizations of 

these buildings as seen from key viewing points within Oxford city centre, where they are clearly visible. The proposed 

development would impact on the green setting of Oxford.  



 

 

 

How we see it: This image, provided by the applicants, does not show the full height of the new buildings. They are however much 

higher and more imposing than the existing office blocks, which by local consensus currently detract from the area’s otherwise 

harmonious and attractive character. The unbroken line of tall buildings along West Way fully blocks the existing view of greenery 

up Cumnor Hill. A sense of distinct place and connection to the Vale’s rural countryside is thus lost.   



 

 

 

How we see it: The low-rise brick buildings of Field House age-restricted accommodation (foreground of existing view), with its in-character 

pitched roofs and mature greenery, are replaced with out-of-character flat-roof buildings that sit close to the road and dominate the adjacent 

residential properties (cropped from view). The Elms Court office building, which dominates the existing view in a negative way, is replaced by a 

much taller and longer building that renders Seacourt Tower (visible to the left of the blue bus lane sign) small by comparison.    



 

How we see it: The additional height and excessive width/density of the new buildings is apparent in this image, with the existing 

Elms Court building (which currently dominates the view) visible for comparison.  The replacement trees along West Way provide very 

little greenery in comparison to the existing line of mature A- and B-category trees. This view, from Botley primary school, indicates 

the extent to which school children would have to navigate around the large new development when approaching from Elms Rise.  



 

 

How we see it: Again the full height and width of the proposed main building has been cropped from view by the applicant. The 

proposed West Way frontage is several stories taller and of a significantly different character than the existing Elms Parade. The bulk 

of the new buildings and their proximity to the road serve to dwarf and dominate St Peter & St Paul Church (visible in both views for 

comparison). As in view 2 (Figure 22), the bulky cinema building to the right of the Church completely blocks the view of Cumnor Hill.  



 

 

 
How we see it: In spite of this biased viewing angle, the altered sky and a cleverly placed tree, the height and unbroken width of the main superstore / student 

accommodation block are clearly visible behind these Arthray Road houses. The existing West Way House, considered visually intrusive by many local people 

(although recently granted planning permission for external improvements), is very small in comparison to the proposed development. A viewing point a few 

meters further along Arthray Road would show that the development would have a significantly greater impact than this image suggests.     



 

 

 

How we see it: The extreme height and density of the proposed building in comparison to existing houses is much more apparent in 

this view. The view towards Wytham Woods (containing Sites of Special Scientific Interest) is almost entirely blocked by the proposed 

development, thereby diminishing important views out to the countryside – one of the key distinctive features of the neighbourhood.  



 

 

 

How we see it: As in view 7, the full width and density of the proposed main building is starkly at odds with the scale of nearby 

houses. Again the view towards Wytham Woods is compromised.   



 

 

 

How we see it: The three-storey block of flats in the foreground was built recently and is considered largely out of character for the area (e.g., flat 

roof). This perspective makes the new block appear to be comparable in size to the existing flats; however it is 5 storeys taller (as seen in Figure 30). 

As in view 1 (Figure 21), the over-dominant relationship between the new block and the A34 flyover is apparent. A typical semi-detached house (near 

the centre of the image) is dwarfed by the development. Rather than enhance the area, this development would further erode its character.   



 

How we see it: The out-of-scale mass of the development is clearly seen in this view, showing the extent to which it is totally out of 

character. While still cropping the full width of the development, this view shows the severe impact of its height. The existing view of 

a leafy suburb, edging on to open countryside, is lost. The view to Wytham Woods is almost completely obscured. This section of the 

Oxford ring road now appears to be passing through an area of building density and scale equivalent to a major city centre.    



 

 

 
How we see it: This view from the Louis Memorial playing field demonstrates the development’s negative visual impact from a 

distance. The buildings compromise the sense of open semi-rural space that is a positive character feature of the area. This image is 

also suggestive of the negative impact that the development would have on the green setting of Oxford city.        



 

 

 How we see it: These images appear to be identical. Since the existing centre cannot be seen from this view, presumably because it 

sits behind the central cluster of trees, it offers little illumination. Recognizing that views are dynamic and that these meadows 

contain popular walking trails, we assume that the development would become visible at other points along the footpath given its 

similar height to Seacourt Tower (visible towards the right-hand side of the image).           



 

 

 How we see it: The main superstore / student accommodation block (centre of the image) rises to the full height of the existing green 

horizon towards Oxford city, again suggesting how visibly intrusive this development would be even at great distance. The cinema 

block and replacement Baptist church are visible to the right of the main block; taken together the overall development is several 

times larger than Seacourt Tower (visible to the left of the main block).           



 

  



  Positive Character features of Botley            Impact of proposed development              Reference Figures 

 1930s suburban origins and architectural character 
 

The proposal is an imposing urban townscape that sits at odds with the 
two-storey housing that immediately surrounds it on the north, west 
and south sides. 

24, 26, 27, 28, 29 
 

 Scale of development: a low level suburb that rarely rises 
above the level of two storeys 

 

The main building of the proposal is between 5 and 8 storeys high, in an 
unbroken line that stretches more than 100 meters in both length and 
depth. The cinema building is 4 storeys high, similarly dense and sits in 
close proximity to residential gardens.   

especially 22 and 30; 
also 21, 23, 25, 33 

 Importance of greenery in residential streets and quality of 
public green open space 

 

All existing trees, including three Category A trees would be removed. 
Replacement trees would be dwarfed by the extreme height of the 
main building.   

22, 23, 25 

 Space to height ratio: the space between frontages is 
commonly as much as 30 metres providing a space to height 
ratio of 4:1 and in fact it is often considerably greater. 

 

The height of the West Way frontage, coupled with the development’s 
close proximity to the road, reduces the space to height ratio to 
approximately 1:1 for a considerable loss of the spaciousness that 
characterises the area.   

22, 23, 25 

 Widespread survival of reminders of a rural past 
 

The loss of Elms Parade (built in 1937 on the land of Elms Farm) will 
elimate the site’s last trace of its recent agricultural past.    

25 
 

 Buildings: Stone farmhouses and cottages with thatched or 
handmade clay tile roofs are scattered across the area. 

  

 Woodland: Pockets of woodland, formerly managed as coppice 
lie within and between the housing estates and on the edge of 
the suburb. 

 

The view towards surrounding woodland, particularly in the 
direction of Cumnor Hill, would no longer be visible from West 
Way or from the development itself.   

22, 25 

 Streams: Numerous small streams run off the hillside creating 
green corridors lined with tall broad-leafed trees where they 
pass through the suburban housing estates. 

 

  

 Green spaces: Raleigh Park, Tilbury Lane allotments and playing 
fields either side of Arnold’s Way provide access to green 
spaces that characterised the area prior to 20th century 
residential developments. 

The development will be highly visible from the playing fields at 
Arnold’s Way, compromising the sense of open green space.   

31 

 Views to Oxford City Centre and green setting Local views towards green setting, particularly Wytham Woods, will be 
dominated and/or blocked by the development.  The green setting of 
Oxford would be harmed by this intrusion into views from within the 
city centre as well as from local viewing places. 

27, 28, 30 



 

  Negative Character features of Botley              Impact of proposed development         Reference Figures 

 Severance from historic settlement areas (Old Botley and 
North Hinksey) by the A34 and Seacourt Trading Estate  

 

  

 Scale and form of 1960s and 1980s office developments: 
These failed to maintain the established scale and character of 
the suburb’s 1930s and 50s buildings and appear out of scale 
and discordant in their forms and materials, fragmenting an 
otherwise harmonious townscape. 

 

The large urban block proposed is even more out of scale and character 
than the existing discordant office block buildings, amplifying rather 
than improving one of the main negative character features of the area.      

22, 23, 25, 26, 27, 28, 
30 

 Increasing scale of infill developments: Recent infill 
developments on the main routes has increased the height of 
buildings to three storeys. This has resulted in a noticeable loss 
of the high space to height ratio that is part of the suburb’s 
open and spacious character. 

 

An example of recent infill development is visible on Westminster Way; 
this three-storey building is higher than the surrounding two-storey 
semi-detached houses and was subject to a neighbour objection 
(P10/V1821) for over-dominance. It would nonetheless be dwarfed by 
the proposed 8-storey development. 
 

29 and especially 30, 
where the top of 
these 3-storey flats is 
just in view from the 
A34 

 Lost green edge to West Way: Loss of greenery along the main 
routes and West Way in particular is creating a more urban 
than suburban character  resulting in a loss of the area’s 
character as a whole. 

 

The remaining greenery along West Way will be removed, including a 
mature cluster Category A and Category B trees near Westminster Way. 
Replacement trees, even if they thrived, would be dwarfed by the 
extreme height of the main building.  
  

22, 23, 25 

 Traffic on West Way and junction to A34: The traffic on the 
suburb’s main routes has become very busy with frequent 
congestion both during the week  and at weekends, causing 
pollution and detracting from the amenity of the  area. 

 

  

 Lack of public facilities in walking distance: The suburb has 
steadily grown to  the south west. Despite recent 
developments no provision has been made to provide  
additional local facilities in easy walking distance, encouraging 
car free living, in the southwest of the suburb. 

  

 Permeability and quality of pedestrian movement: 
interconnecting street grids and footpaths providing a 
permeable layout that favours pedestrian and cyclist access on 
all but the arterial road routes. 

Owing to changes of level, the density of buildings and their proximity 
to roads, the development would become less permeable for 
pedestrians and cyclists than the existing centre.  

25 



 


