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Response to Botley Centre Draft SPD 

West Way Community Concern – 25 September 2015 

Executive Summary 

West Way Community Concern, while welcoming the broad vision and statements on developing the centre 

to meet the existing and future needs of the local community, has serious concerns that the draft Botley 

Centre SPD would prevent that vision from being realised. 

This submission suggests three essential amendment areas, relating to the SPD’s ability to ensure: 

 Development that meets local needs, by encouraging development that is appropriate to a local 

centre, reflecting what the community has already proposed, and being much more specific about 

the need and scale of any proposed non-local centre uses, such as leisure. 

 

 Development that respects and enhances the area’s character, by providing a realistic assessment of 

the area based on the 2014 Botley Character Assessment, encouraging development that truly 

reflects the suburban nature of the area, and specifically safeguarding Elms Parade. 

 

 Development that conforms to clearly defined limits on scale and massing, by using metres  

rather than storeys for height guidance, having much lower limits than the 5 and 8 storeys proposed, 

rejecting an 8-storey ‘landmark’ close to the A34 flyover, and encouraging human scale buildings and 

spaces through clearly defined guidelines. 

Further points are made including: 

 The inappropriate boundary used for the study area/ site, 

 The lack of consideration to phasing of development, 

 Parking and transport implications, 

 The ambiguity over the meaning and significance of figures in the document, 

 The way that correct planning processes have not been followed in developing the SPD, 

 Inadequate consultation and the non-availability of the evidence base, and 

 Lack of detailed alternative scenarios being tested and offered for comment 

A report commissioned by WWCC discusses planning policy issues and notes the SPD’s inadequacy in terms 

of stemming from the emerging (rather than adopted) Local Plan, the development guidance not following 

from the vision, and the nature and scale of development not being appropriate for Botley. The report can 

be found at Annex 1. 

This submission concludes that the SPD should be based on adopted local policies, should be based on 

robust evidence of local needs, should explicitly describe and protect Botley’s distinct character, and should 

clearly state explicit guidelines (i.e. limits) for development. In its current form the Botley Centre SPD is not 

fit for purpose, and should be extensively revised. 
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Introduction 

The stated opportunity of developing Botley’s local shopping centre to meet the existing and future needs of 

the local community (para 1.1.1) is welcome. We also agree that the development should be sustainable, 

informed by community aspirations and grounded in evidence (para 1.1.4). 

The stated Vision for redevelopment (section 3.1) has been strongly informed by local residents, in that it is 

adapted from the full vision for Botley produced through community workshops by West Way Community 

Concern (enclosed as Annex 2). We support that Vision and note that it should be the foundation on which 

the rest of the SPD is based. 

However as it currently stands the SPD contains a number of contradictions and ambiguities that are likely to 

prevent the Vision from being realised. While clearly aiming to be ‘flexible’ (para 1.2.1), the draft SPD is not 

explicit enough in its guidelines and so potentially allows for inappropriate, over-sized development similar 

to Doric’s rejected proposal (reference P13/V2733/FUL). 

The Botley SPD should offer clarity and detail to adopted Local Plan policy in order to guide potential 

development of Botley’s local shopping centre. However in its current form it fails to do this on a number of 

fronts. Here, out of many issues which members of the public have raised during the consultation period, we 

describe the main issues which the Vale needs to address. 

The SPD must be amended to ensure delivery of three key aspects of the Vision, namely: 

 A development that meets local needs, ‘for the existing and future community’ 

 A development that respects and enhances the area’s character, which is ‘recognisably Botley’ 

 A development that conforms to clearly defined limits on scale and massing, which ‘includes 

human scale buildings and spaces that are distinctive, flexible and sustainable’ 

Local uses for local needs: redevelopment which is ‘for the existing and future community’ 

Para 1.1.1 of the SPD states: ‘Botley Centre presents a rare opportunity for the Vale of White Horse District 

Council (the Vale) to provide new and improved facilities to meet the existing and future needs of the local 

community and the Vale through a highly sustainable development.’ 

Nowhere are local needs clearly defined, or the evidence of those needs presented. The result is that the 

SPD could allow a scale of development that far exceeds local need, similar to the Doric proposal that was 

rejected on the basis of its unsustainability. This lack of clarity on the needs to be met in Botley Centre is a 

notable contrast to the Abingdon Centre and Charter Area SPD (2011), which clearly defined the role of the 

centre to be developed and the needs to be met on the site (para 2.3.4 of the Abingdon SPD). The defined 

needs for the Abingdon site were based on an updated retail study of the area; no such study has been 

undertaken for the Botley SPD. With work now started on Waitrose in Botley Road and the Westgate 

development, this lack of evidence on Botley’s current retail capacity is a major flaw of the SPD.  

The ‘key location’ of Botley to the west of Oxford city and adjacent to the A34 trunk road (para 1.2.3) is 

irrelevant to Botley’s defined function as a local centre. It would also seem to have little bearing on land uses 

designed to increase the viability of a local centre. Taking advantage of its strategic location means a 

fundamental change in function to a sub-regional centre. This has serious implications for other major 

planning considerations. If it is relevant then there needs to be analysis of the catchments for suggested land 

uses. 

The seemingly innocuous clause ‘and the Vale’ in para 1.1.1 needs excavation and elaboration. What needs 

of the wider Vale district is the Botley centre expected to meet? WWCC posed this question directly to 
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members of VOWH Cabinet in early 2015, with no clear reply. If the meaning is that a higher price will simply 

benefit Vale finances then this phrase should be omitted since it is not a planning issue. 

The SPD should provide explicit guidance on the size of catchment area that the Botley redevelopment is 

expected to serve. This guidance should be based on robust evidence of projected population growth for a 

clearly defined area. Evidence from the emerging Local Plan suggests that population growth in Botley will 

be limited due to a lack of sites for new housing. A sensibly defined catchment that most local people would 

recognize would include the North Hinksey and Cumnor wards, and the Western part of Botley Road but not 

the other parts of Osney and Jericho ward. 

Any suggestion within the SPD that Botley is an appropriate site for new town centre uses such as a hotel, 

cinema and student accommodation (paras 2.4.8, 2.4.13, 4.1.2, 4.6.7) must be backed by clear evidence of 

local need. Saved Local Plan Policies L6 (regarding commercial leisure facilities) and H19 (regarding grouped 

accommodation including students) are interpreted inappropriately loosely in the SPD – neither of these 

policies actively promote the provision of a cinema or student accommodation in Botley, as implied. Rather, 

these policies say that the five main settlements of the Vale (including Botley) are in principle allowable 

locations for these uses ‘where a local need has been established’ (Policy L6) or ‘to meet the special needs of 

the elderly and other defined groups’ (Policy H19). The SPD provides no evidence of local need for the new 

uses suggested; references to hotel, cinema and student accommodation should thus be deleted from the 

SPD. 

The list of land uses in 4.1.2 that ‘could’ be included gives no guidance as to which are important and what 

would be unacceptable. As written it allows anything but prioritises nothing. No indication of appropriate 

types or scale of listed uses is given, e.g. ‘leisure such as a cinema’ could mean a small local cinema or a 

multiplex, or other ‘leisure’ such as casinos. Indicative share of groundspace and floorspace should be 

included as guidance, with this information stemming from robust retail capacity analysis (which has not 

been done, as above). 

Character: redevelopment which is ‘recognisably Botley’ 

A strength of the SPD is the frequent reference to preserving Botley’s distinct character. However the SPD 

fails to clearly define what this character is, or to ensure its protection.  

The Botley Character Statement (March 2014) gets a passing reference in para 1.4.2, but the SPD should 

draw directly on its findings to inform its guidelines. In particular, the sense of openness resulting from low-

rise development (i.e. high space-to-height ratios) and the green vistas that this openness provides should 

be explicitly stated and encouraged in the SPD. The SPD should similarly acknowledge that Elms Court and 

West Way House were identified as negative character features of the area in the Botley Character 

Statement. Currently the SPD uses these out-of-character buildings as height standards for new 

development (para 2.2.24, Figure 32); height guidelines should be revised to reflect the current positive 

character features of the area rather than negative ones. 

Elms Parade is referred to throughout the SPD as contributing to the identity and character of Botley (paras 

2.2.6, 2.3.2, 2.4.22, 3.2.1). Its high value to the local community has also been repeatedly demonstrated in 

previous surveys and workshops. The SPD should explicitly promote the retention of Elms Parade. 

Paragraphs 4.4.8 and 4.5.7, which refer to the potential loss of Elms Parade, are inconsistent with the rest of 

the SPD and should be deleted.    
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Scale and Massing: redevelopment which ‘includes human scale buildings and spaces that are distinctive, 

flexible and sustainable’  

The SPD aims to give guidance on appropriate scale and massing for a Botley redevelopment (section 4.4), 

including the provision of public open spaces that are ‘human in scale’ (para 4.3.5).  

However it contradicts this aim by potentially allowing dense buildings of between 5 and 8 storeys in height 

across the majority of the main activity zone (Figure 32). These heights are nowhere justified and are 

contradictory to the Vale’s Design Guide (March 2015), which indicates that buildings of 3-4 storeys are most 

appropriate for mixed use developments within the Vale’s main built up areas and that taller buildings 

require justification (Design Guide para 8.3.1). Abingdon and Wantage do not contain taller buildings, though 

they are first-order centres. And neither does Oxford City Centre. 

Maximum heights must be clearly defined, either in absolute terms (metres) or with reference to existing 

buildings to be retained in the development. The Abingdon SPD sets clear guidance on building heights, 

stating that the larger foodstore building ‘must not exceed three storeys in height’ and that ‘its overall 

height must be well below that of the County Hall building’ (Abingdon SPD para 3.4.2). Based on Figure 19 of 

the Botley SPD one should conclude that that maximum heights for any ‘landmark’ building should be in the 

range of 15-20 meters (i.e. the maximum height of buildings currently on site, and the height of most of 

Seacourt Tower), while the bulk of the development should mirror the heights of positive character buildings 

and surrounding housing (i.e. around 8-12 metres).    

We see no reason for a tall ‘landmark’ building in the NE corner. An 8 storey building would clash with the 

existing nearby landmark of Seacourt Tower. Many local people would like Elms Parade to be the local 

landmark, and the basis for design of redevelopment.  The Design Guide Principle DG30 requires that clear 

justification should be given for any landmark building. By including this suggestion in this SPD, the Vale 

invites a developer to propose a landmark building of 8 storeys, with no further justification than that it is 

allowed in the SPD.  

Proportionate, human-scale spaces and buildings should be clearly defined, for example by giving guidance 

on appropriate space-to-height ratios.  

Further points 

Boundary of the Site 

There is no explanation for why the study area has been adapted from the contested Local Plan 2031 

boundary, rather than reflecting the smaller site boundary of the adopted Local Plan 2011. The designated 

study area is neither the area considered suitable for immediate development, nor the functional area of 

central Botley (which includes the pub and shops on the north side of West Way). 

Phasing 

Phasing of development is not mentioned, even though Paras 3.5 and 3.8 of the “Framework to inform a 

development brief for the Botley Central Area” made clear that it should be. 

Parking 

The SPD does not attempt to quantify or limit parking needs. In this respect Figure 48 shows around 100 

spaces, while any likely development would need in excess of 300 spaces. The traffic generation aspects of 

different land uses are not discussed. 
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The significance of figures versus text 

All figures in the document should be referenced in the text and their significance highlighted. Many figures 

contain information which is not included in the text, or images which could be read in a number of ways. 

Wider issues raised by the SPD process 

Incorrect planning process 

As highlighted in the enclosed report by Mike Gilbert, the SPD claims to be based on adopted policy (Local 

Plan 2011 saved policies) but instead follows the emerging development framework (Local Plan 2031), which 

has not yet been fully examined or adopted. Core Policy 11 of the emerging Local Plan was developed 

alongside the failed Doric proposal and was subject to much public objection. To base the SPD on this 

unexamined policy, rather than existing saved policies S1 and S12, is contrary to Government guidance, 

undermines the process of public engagement in the emerging local plan and may also be unlawful. 

Undemocratic 

The electorate clearly spoke out against development on the scale proposed by Doric, and the elected 

planning committee unanimously rejected the application on a number of specific planning grounds. It 

should be dead and buried, but the officers of the Vale have overseen this planning policy document that is 

too closely aligned to the rejected proposal. The fact that the council also have a significant financial interest 

in the current development site makes the situation more complex.  

The SPD seems both to justify large-scale future development and to describe it. There is a sense from local 

residents that the level of ‘regeneration’ called for in the SPD (paras 1.2.1, 2.3.2, 3.2.1 – Objective 1) solely 

reflects the aspirations of land-owners (including the Vale) and developers, rather than reflecting adopted 

policy and community aspirations.  

Public reaction 

The reaction of the public to the SPD has tended to be anger. Those who attended the Vale’s consultation 

and/or WWCC’s public meeting say that the Vale has been insensitive to local people’s concerns and is not 

listening. The process has done little to restore public trust, which remains low. 

Inadequate consultation 

The consultation process did little to foster meaningful dialogue between the Vale and Botley residents. 

Those who attended the consultation events reported inconsistency in the answers given to questions 

raised, and in response WWCC asked on 10 September for clarification on a number of issues and for the 

supporting evidence base. A response was received on 22 September (three days ahead of the close of 

consultation), with questions answered vaguely. In the absence of a meaningful response the public are 

unable to engage effectively with the consultation process. 

Availability of the evidence base 

The evidence base on which the SPD is said to be reliant was not made available to the public during the 

consultation period, which raises more serious questions. The reports were received by email to WWCC on 

24th September at 6:12pm.   We will provide further comment on these reports in the near future.  

Lack of alternative scenarios 

The Sustainability Appraisal (SA) accompanying the SPD describes four scenarios, but rejects one of them 

(scenario 1, minimal intervention). During prior stakeholder consultation, we were led to believe that only 
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one of the remaining scenarios (scenario 2) was deemed to be deliverable. The SA is silent on this matter, 

but we would seek assurance that the scenarios presented are both sustainable and deliverable, 

representing a true range of options for the site. As presented the ‘options’ are lacking in any detail and do 

not appear from the text to differ significantly from each other. The SA should be clear that ‘maximum 

intervention’ does not involve demolition of Field House, Vale House or the Vicarage, which are included in 

the site boundary of this SPD and for which redevelopment has by no means been ruled out. 

Conclusions 

The Botley SPD as it currently stands is a missed opportunity to deliver on its stated Vision. The 

contradictions and ambiguities within the SPD leave the door open for inappropriate, over-sized 

development.  

As outlined in the NPPF, the SPD should be based on adopted Local Plan policies. Aspects of the SPD that 

are based on the unexamined emerging Local Plan, such as the expanded red line boundary for Botley 

centre, must be revised/deleted.    

Local needs must be clearly stated and based on robust evidence, particularly regarding potential new uses 

that are not currently on site and to which local residents have already expressed strong opposition (e.g. 

student accommodation).  

In trying to be exceedingly flexible to accommodate the aspirations of potential developers, this SPD does 

not go far enough to recognise and protect Botley’s distinct character, or to ensure that any subsequent 

development is of an appropriate ‘human’ scale for this suburban local centre. Findings from the Botley 

Character Statement should be incorporated into the SPD. 

To avoid misinterpretation and potential abuse of the SPD’s broad design principles, guidelines must be 

explicitly stated and clearly justified – particularly regarding maximum allowable heights and the retention 

of Elms Parade.  

We think the document in its current form is not fit for purpose. We expect to see a revised SPD which 

retains the strong vision which can be securely delivered while ensuring that Vision’s deliverability through 

the amendments outlined above. We will be happy to work with the Council to achieve this.   

Sincerely, 

On behalf of West Way Community Concern 

Dr Caroline Potter 

Dr Kathryn Davies 
Chris Church 

Lorna Berrett 

Gordon Stokes 

Dr Mary Gill 

Grant Nightingale 

Annexes  

1 - Botley Centre Draft SPD; Report for West Way Community Concern by Mike Gilbert, September 2015 

2 – ‘A Vision for Botley and West Way’, West Way Community Concern, June 2015  


