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West Way Re-development1 –  
a matter of concern
A note prepared by West Way Community Concern
September 2014

1
An introduction to the problem

The West Way Shopping Centre and Elms Parade are and have been a fully functioning 
local centre, providing for the residents of Botley, North Hinksey and Cumnor, as well 
as for local businesses and some passing trade. Botley has consistently low vacancy 
rates. There is a healthy mix of about 20 independent and a few chain stores (Tesco, 
Iceland, Co-op, Lloyds Pharmacy, McColls newsagent). There are cafés, restaurants,  
as well as banks, an undertaker, estate agents, a dentist and an optician. It is not an 
area which makes one think of a need for ‘regeneration’.

Few deny that the 1960’s West Way Shopping Centre needs to be improved and  
the office space is underused. In order to improve it the Vale decided to sell some 
land (Site 1) and to use the funds to refurbish or redevelop the shopping centre  
(Site 2). In February 2012, the Vale consulted on this idea. There was general support 
for this proposal in Vale’s consultation. The land considered for redevelopment did 
not include Elms Parade, Field House or the vicarage. Doric persuaded them that a 
redevelopment of both sites was desirable – (see Scrutiny paper).

Scrutiny paper  
November 2013 
http://bit.ly/1uMSgjz

Vale Consultation  
Feb 2012 
http://bit.ly/1m6A4Bf

However, by December 2012, the Vale had entered into a conditional contract to sell 
the West Way Shopping Centre (Site 2) to Doric. Details had already been discussed in 
closed briefings with Cabinet on a number of occasions, before and after the signing 
of the conditional contract of sale. But during this time the plans had changed from  
a redevelopment of the West Way Shopping Centre into a grand scheme for a ‘District 
Centre’. It now included a 6 screen cinema, a hotel, a gym, and accommodation for 
600 students, and requiring demolition of Elms Parade, Field House (age-restricted 
housing for 65 people) and the Vicarage of St Peter and St Paul church.

In February 2013, Doric revealed their plans to the public. Many people expressed 
concern over the scale and extent of development. This was not what had been 
consulted on by the Vale. Local residents considered this was not what was wanted or 
needed. 70% of people wanted “some improvement while maintaining parts of the 
current development” while only 25% wished to see “redevelopment with new and 
better shops”. West Way Community Concern was founded to gauge residents’ views 
and to make sure they were considered during the planning process, by providing 
information and guidance.

Summary of survey 
results 
http://bit.ly/1phNMfg
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The response over the last 18 months has been astounding:

•	 Over 600 people came to West Way one 
Saturday morning in November 2013 to link 
arms around Elms Parade and West Way 
Shopping Centre as a protest.

•	 2200 people signed a petition that was 
handed in at the December 2013 full  
Council meeting.

•	 Over 950 people have sent in or jointly 
signed an objection in over 870 written 
objections.

•	 On the other side 20 people have written comments in support of the scheme, 
and another 70 or 80 have clicked an on-line petition and had that forwarded by 
Doric to the Vale website (appearing as a comment).

2
Why are local people so against the proposed development?

It is not surprising that many people who do not live locally to Botley cannot 
understand why proposals for a brand new West Way centre are so unpopular and 
take the view that objectors must be ungrateful Nimbys. But the truth is the 
application has received vastly more objections than any other application 
considered by the Vale of White Horse.

Application and 
comments  
Vale web site  
http://bit.ly/XbKu6J

The material objections
The issues that have worried people have mainly been centred around:

•	 The increase in the intensity of land use proposed – the current development uses 
some 15,000 square metres while the proposed development is over three times 
larger at 48,000 square metres.

•	 The height and scale 
of the building –  
the current unloved 
office blocks are up to 
five storeys (though 
most are three or four) 
and the general  
height is two storeys. 
The proposed 
development will be 
seven or eight storeys 
tall in places, with the 
lower storeys being double height. The main block will be 140 metres long very 
close to the pavement, while the cinema and community blocks mean that the 
whole length is about 300 metres. To put this in context this is the entire length of 
Stratton Way in Abingdon. The main block would be the second biggest building 
in the Vale – the Diamond Light Source being the largest.

http://bit.ly/XbKu6J
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•	 The likely traffic impacts – It is clear to anyone that a development of this size 
could only work if a large number of people are drawn from other areas to use it, 
and most of these people would come by car along the A34 or Botley Road.  
The applicants have tried to argue that traffic increases will be minimal, and  
there would even be reductions on Cumnor Hill and Eynsham Road. This is simply 
not credible and has been shown to be faulty by three different independent 
appraisals These and similar incredible claims by the applicants have angered 
many. Doric say they have corrected the numerous errors pointed out by 
Oxfordshire County Council but the amended assessment is as open to criticism 
as the original.

Peter Headicar 
http://bit.ly/1CPuver

Gordon Stokes 
http://bit.ly/ZreJb3

Midcounties Co-op 
http://bit.ly/XqPMeI

•	 The proposed destruction of Field House clearly angers and distresses many 
people – not least the 65 people currently living there. There is clear evidence  
that the stress of forced relocation has a serious detrimental effect on the health 
of vulnerable old people, possibly even shortening their lives.

Dr D W Millard

•	 The proposed destruction of Elms Parade, just about the only remaining 1930s 
non-housing building in the area, has also caused anger. It has become a focus  
for what people in Botley hold dear.

Heritage Statement 
http://bit.ly/10G7EV2

•	 For many local people, the West Way Centre is their primary place for their  
every-day shopping and other services. The developer’s proposals for phasing  
of development, supposedly to provide continuity of services, are unworkable. 
Food-stores and other sensitive services, such as a dentist, will not sit alongside, 
or within, a major demolition and construction site. (Doric’s earlier proposal, 
involving the demolition of the entire site, and provision of a few shipping 
containers to serve as the entire local centre during reconstruction was seen  
as an insult.)

Distance (kms) from West Way of Objectors and Supporters.

Straight line distance calculated from the centre of each postcode (those without 
postcodes are recorded as ‘not known’).

‘Click and support’ refers to an online petition rather than comments of support 
written by individuals. 20 comments in support had been received by August 2014.

http://bit.ly/1CPuver
http://bit.ly/ZreJb3
http://bit.ly/XqPMeI
http://bit.ly/10G7EV2
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Objectors are found in virtually all streets in the area, with a very high concentration close by.

The other objectors
It is not only the local public and Parish Councils that have expressed grave concerns 
about the development.

•	 Oxford City Council said “The City Council … wish to object to this proposed 
development on the grounds of the scale of the development; new land uses 
proposed; potential traffic generation; and cumulative environmental impacts  
on Oxford”.

Oxford City Council 
http://bit.ly/1ph5Xlb

•	 The Highways Agency said “We are concerned with the potential trips generated 
by the proposal. … The information provided within the proposal is not sufficient 
to fully assess how potential adverse impacts will be managed.” They are 
concerned about the impact on the A34, which they manage, and have submitted 
three separate holding directions because the required information has not  
been provided.

Highways Agency 
http://bit.ly/1s3VYHN

•	 Oxford Preservation Trust are concerned about preservation of the classic views 
from Oxford – they make a comparison with John Radcliffe Hospital.

Oxford Preservation Trust 
http://bit.ly/1wlG7Ci

•	 Nicola Blackwood MP said “The Doric redevelopment plans, as currently 
submitted, are not the right answer. The fact is that these needs could easily be 
met by a smaller development along the lines of [earlier] recommendations … 
both of which would retain both Elms Parade and Field House and the important 
facilities they provide.”

Nicola Blackwood MP 
http://bit.ly/1qXkIOa

•	 The South East Regional Design Review Panel said “The overall architectural 
quality is not yet good enough for this prominent location”. “The scheme needs to 
be modelled in three dimensions to see whether this essentially residential area 
can satisfactorily accommodate such a big development.” (We read this to mean  
a physical model, not computer generated images.)

South East Regional 
Design Review Panel 
http://bit.ly/1t08hTQ

These in themselves are reason enough why many would object but there are other 
aspects related to how the scheme has been developed which have seriously upset 
many people on a more emotional level.

http://bit.ly/1ph5Xlb
http://bit.ly/1s3VYHN
http://bit.ly/1wlG7Ci
http://bit.ly/1qXkIOa
http://bit.ly/1t08hTQ
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Why do the people of Botley feel so strongly?
Botley is not renowned for radical action. It is an unassuming suburb of Oxford. Its population 
is relatively affluent. Its demographic tends towards older age groups, but has a large 
proportion of family households, two junior schools and a secondary school. It is expanding, 
but not rapidly, and further development is constrained by the green belt. So why did this 
unassuming community produce such a reaction? And why have local people lost trust in 
Doric, their partners, and increasingly, the Vale Council?

Doric and their partners’ attitude

•	 At the consultations Doric did not appear to listen to anyone’s views but seemed only 
interested in promoting a scheme that they had already decided on. Many residents 
have said how rude and dismissive of people’s views they were – one lady in her forties 
was told “the problem with you older people is that you don’t like change”.

•	 The consultation questionnaires contained leading questions, and combined two 
choices in one question – such as “Do you want residential and student accommodation?” 
The reporting of the consultations was obviously one sided, which is maybe not 
surprising since it was conducted by Doric’s PR partners PPS group (who pride 
themselves on specialising in “the toughest” PR issues). It was ‘spin’ – not market 
research. The full report from this consultation has still not been made public.

•	 Having failed to find sufficient support locally, Doric sought to demonstrate support for 
their scheme by handing out leaflets in unrelated areas such as Headington, and 
included a ‘click and support’ link which fed a message of support direct to the Vale’s 
planning web-site.

•	 Doric tried to avoid completing an Environmental Impact Assessment. This seemed 
incredible to most people knowing the size of the development.

•	 Doric’s new partner, Mace says re students. “We are very confident that these students 
will not have a negative impact on the existing community and will only add to a  
more vibrant environment”. Those with any knowledge of Oxford know full well the 
severe adverse effect large numbers of students have on a residential area and consider 
this confidence to be misplaced. Others worry as to who would be placed in this 
accommodation, in the event that Mace fail to achieve sufficient occupancy.

Doric’s relation to the Cabinet and Planners

•	 It has been said that this is ‘vital regeneration’. It seemed obvious that the major 
intention was to make money for the Vale as well as for the contractors. People talk 
about ‘done deals’, and of the planning process being a sham. There is little to reassure 
people that this contract had been entered into to provide for the needs of the 
residents of Botley.

•	 We are told ‘there is no alternative’. This is very difficult to believe. It was said that  
‘to withdraw from the contract will cost us millions of pounds’. That is worrying.

•	 The details of the contract with Doric were, and remain secret. While one would expect 
that the money element of a contract would be commercial-in-confidence, questions 
on nearly every aspect of the development have not been answered for this reason.  
All decisions relating to the development seem to have been made by the Cabinet in 
closed session with press and public excluded. This has made people feel that the 
process is not democratic.
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•	 That the Leader of the Council and the Chief Executive have both spoken out  
in favour of the scheme while maintaining that the Council is impartial has 
angered many.

•	 That the depth of ‘co-operation’ between the Vale and Doric has only come out 
when under scrutiny has made people question whether the planning officers 
and the planning committee could ever be fully impartial. People ask whether 
pressure will be put on the planning officers to approve the development, in spite 
of the number of valid material objections?

•	 Normal process for planning applications seemed not to be followed. As one  
of many examples the EIA would normally have been completed before the  
full plans went out to consultation, but the screening application was only 
submitted afterwards.

“A bit of a shambles”

•	 Doric have been consistently late in producing documentation, and that which 
they produced contains many errors and inaccuracies. This fails to instil 
confidence in their competence, and adds to people’s fears that the centre could 
be demolished but the replacement finished either late, or never.

•	 Doric and Mace invited stakeholders to meetings in August to unveil their 
amendments. These were cancelled at 48 hours’ notice, and the latest 
amendments were posted in an unplanned and rushed form on the Vale website 
with no announcement from Doric, and no introductory guidance as to how 
readers were supposed to interpret the changes.

•	 These changes are so complex as to require much more explanation and a longer 
time period to digest. They contain contradictions such as whether a Doctor’s 
surgery is, or is not, included and whether the increase from 33 to 50 units  
(or rooms?) in the sheltered housing (or is it a Nursing Home or a Care Home?) 
involves any extra floorspace.

•	 One would have hoped that the link with the Mace group would have resulted in 
better quality documentation, but the most recent changes have produced a set 
of documents that still include major errors and contradictions.

4
Is it needed?
The developers claim that this is a development for the ‘next generation’.  
That is disputable. The development model is one of the past – the 1980s or 1990s.

•	 All the evidence is that large supermarkets are being replaced by on-line 
shopping, ‘discounters’ and smaller ‘little and often’ shopping in small 
supermarkets and convenience stores.

Mary Portas thinkpiece 
http://bit.ly/1oCQDVd

•	 The Vale’s own retail study does not fully support this scale of development.  
The CE of the Vale referred to it as ‘vital regeneration’, but no evidence of the  
need for regeneration is offered.

VOWH retail study 
http://bit.ly/Xr0vpF

•	 The supporting case for student accommodation, prepared by an estate agent  
on behalf of Doric, is ambiguous at best, and much of its content based on  
flawed data and assumptions. The Vale currently has no policy on student 
accommodation, there are very few houses in multiple occupancy in the area,  
and the Local Plan makes no reference to it.

Prof Priestley report

Dr Potter report 

http://bit.ly/1oCQDVd
http://bit.ly/Xr0vpF
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•	 One has to ask “who is it serving?” Access to the centre of Botley, from outside the 
immediate Botley/Cumnor area requires use of the A34 or the Botley Road – both 
renowned for congestion, and the local MP has an active running campaign to 
reduce congestion on the A34. Why would someone in Oxford travel out to Botley 
for ‘comparison shopping’, a cinema or ‘family restaurants’? Why would people 
from elsewhere drive round the ring road and A34 to visit Botley? There are 
supermarkets, with petrol stations, in Kidlington, Heyford Hill and Abingdon.

So – an entire local centre is to be destroyed. We will have a building site for over 3 years, 
followed by a ‘district centre’ which does not promise to be commercially viable.  
In short, a white elephant in our midst. Neither current, nor future generations will 
benefit from this scheme.

5
Can it be turned down?
We are told that ‘do nothing’ isn’t an option. Whether it is or not, there is certainly a  
‘do less’ option – THERE ARE ALTERNATIVES: 

•	 The 2012 proposals would certainly be more popular. A scheme that removed the 
unsightly office blocks, and developed something in keeping with the character of 
the area would be popular. 

•	 An architect with competence and vision 
would take his cue from the overall style 
of the area, that of a 1930s suburb – even 
Art Deco, building on the characterful 
parade of shops at its frontage. Most 
other developments, such as Witney 
Marriot’s square and even Tesco on 
Oxford Abingdon Road, fit in with the 
local architecture. There is not a single 
sloping roof in any of the plans. 

•	 It is suggested that it would be difficult to attract another developer, should the 
arrangement with Doric fall through. This is hard to believe, since there were 13 firm 
offers and 6 short-listed bids for the original sale. It has been said (in November last 
year) that “[it has] taken nearly three years to get to this point”. Is this adequate 
justification for continuing on a path, if evidence shows that the outcome, which will 
last for decades, is undesirable? 

Changing direction or reversing a decision may be painful, even expensive, but if the Council 
has the strength to do this, it would be applauded by the large majority of people in the area.

We could create something of which we could be proud, and to leave for future generations. 
As it is, we risk having nothing of value to leave, other than a question, ‘WHY? HOW was that 
allowed to happen?’ and a prime contender for the ‘Carbuncle of the Year award, 2018’.

6
In conclusion
To summarise the reasons why the proposals are so unpopular, most of the people  
we have talked to say “We would like to see improvements at West Way”, but they  
also say:

•	 That the Leader of the Council and the Chief Executive have both spoken out  
in favour of the scheme while maintaining that the Council is impartial has 
angered many.

•	 That the depth of ‘co-operation’ between the Vale and Doric has only come out 
when under scrutiny has made people question whether the planning officers 
and the planning committee could ever be fully impartial. People ask whether 
pressure will be put on the planning officers to approve the development, in spite 
of the number of valid material objections?

•	 Normal process for planning applications seemed not to be followed. As one  
of many examples the EIA would normally have been completed before the  
full plans went out to consultation, but the screening application was only 
submitted afterwards.

“A bit of a shambles”

•	 Doric have been consistently late in producing documentation, and that which 
they produced contains many errors and inaccuracies. This fails to instil 
confidence in their competence, and adds to people’s fears that the centre could 
be demolished but the replacement finished either late, or never.

•	 Doric and Mace invited stakeholders to meetings in August to unveil their 
amendments. These were cancelled at 48 hours’ notice, and the latest 
amendments were posted in an unplanned and rushed form on the Vale website 
with no announcement from Doric, and no introductory guidance as to how 
readers were supposed to interpret the changes.

•	 These changes are so complex as to require much more explanation and a longer 
time period to digest. They contain contradictions such as whether a Doctor’s 
surgery is, or is not, included and whether the increase from 33 to 50 units  
(or rooms?) in the sheltered housing (or is it a Nursing Home or a Care Home?) 
involves any extra floorspace.

•	 One would have hoped that the link with the Mace group would have resulted in 
better quality documentation, but the most recent changes have produced a set 
of documents that still include major errors and contradictions.

4
Is it needed?
The developers claim that this is a development for the ‘next generation’.  
That is disputable. The development model is one of the past – the 1980s or 1990s.

•	 All the evidence is that large supermarkets are being replaced by on-line 
shopping, ‘discounters’ and smaller ‘little and often’ shopping in small 
supermarkets and convenience stores.

Mary Portas thinkpiece 
http://bit.ly/1oCQDVd

•	 The Vale’s own retail study does not fully support this scale of development.  
The CE of the Vale referred to it as ‘vital regeneration’, but no evidence of the  
need for regeneration is offered.

VOWH retail study 
http://bit.ly/Xr0vpF

•	 The supporting case for student accommodation, prepared by an estate agent  
on behalf of Doric, is ambiguous at best, and much of its content based on  
flawed data and assumptions. The Vale currently has no policy on student 
accommodation, there are very few houses in multiple occupancy in the area,  
and the Local Plan makes no reference to it.

Prof Priestley report

Dr Potter report 

http://bit.ly/1oCQDVd
http://bit.ly/Xr0vpF
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•	 We don’t want to lose our shops while it’s being built. We need proper continuity so we 
can carry on shopping.

•	 We don’t mind some students living here, but 525 is way too many for the area.

•	 We really feel for the residents of Field House, many of whom are scared for their future. 
There is absolutely no need to knock it down.

•	 We feel let down by our Council and Cabinet. All we see is secrecy and deception where 
we would expect to see openness, transparency and people thinking about our wellbeing.

•	 We don’t trust Doric or their partners. We have been fed nothing but half truths and 
condescension and been made to look like Nimbys, when all we want is a decent 
shopping centre.

•	 We don’t believe the traffic forecasts. There is bound to be much more traffic than now 
and the A34 will suffer.

•	 We don’t want architecture of the type that could win the ‘Carbuncle Award’ for  
poor architecture.

•	 We don’t mind change, but want change for the better.

We can sympathise with Councillors faced with the prospect of making a decision on any 
development of this scale and complexity. In this case it is made even more complex because of 
the changes that have been made to the plans. But the complexity has become so great with 
this development that it is not clear what is being proposed any more. In this note we have  
tried to show you why local people are so emotional about this proposal and want it stopped.  
In a second report we will show how the planning arguments do not stack up and why the 
application should be refused.

West Way Community Concern, 19 Raleigh Park Road, Oxford, OX2 9AR
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