
 

9th November 2015 

Dear Councillor, 

Botley Centre Supplementary Planning Document 

We realise that some of you may question the decision of West Way Community Concern to seek 

legal advice on the Supplementary Planning Document (SPD) for Botley, leading to a solicitor’s letter 

which has been instrumental in the Cabinet delaying its decision on whether or not to approve the 

plan. We would like to explain why we felt it necessary to take this action and to assure you that our 

aims remain to seek a good outcome, rather than create unnecessary conflict.  

Many of you are new to the council or not local to Botley, so we would like to set out the reasons 

why this proposed development in Botley has raised so many concerns. The Doric proposals for 

Botley were wholly inappropriate, in terms of the scale of the proposed development, and the likely 

impact on traffic in the area. Their planning application was unanimously rejected by the Planning 

Committee last December. This should have meant that a development of that nature would not be 

built in Botley, and Mace (who took over the project from Doric), are currently working on a 

proposal for a smaller development.  

What has concerned us is that, notwithstanding Mace’s intentions, the SPD would allow and 

encourage a scale and nature of development possibly as large as the rejected application, and that 

the democratic and planning processes seem to have been by-passed. We stress that the residents 

are not opposed to development per se; our recent survey of 1400 people showed that 37% were in 

favour of full redevelopment on the site of the existing shopping centre and the old office blocks, 

and 46% favour partial re-development on this site.  The proposed redevelopment in the SPD 

extends beyond the boundary of this site, and considers land currently occupied by private 

residential properties, including age-restricted accommodation. 

Scrutiny Committee on 22nd October made a recommendation that Cabinet should look into the 

lawfulness of the SPD before adopting it. We too felt that real concerns were not being listened to or 

addressed and felt it necessary to seek legal advice, following which a letter was sent to the Chief 

Executive of the Council. We did not enter into this lightly.  We outline some of our concerns 

overleaf. 

We hope this letter will help explain what may have seemed to you as an unreasonable course of 

action, and to assure you that our aim remains to find a good outcome for Botley and an improved 

local centre. We hope, that as councillors, you would wish to see the Council follow proper and 

lawful processes and also to take account of local peoples’ needs and concerns.  

 

Yours faithfully 

West Way Community Concern 



A summary of issues relating to the SPD process and content 

Scoping 

 A planning policy document should start by looking at the needs of the area, and how these 

can best be met. The SPD started by looking at the uses which the rejected application 

proposed, and then set out to justify why these should be included in this redevelopment.  

 The area under study included the full area applied for by Doric, continuing to include Field 

House sheltered housing and other sensitive areas which are not in the area we understand 

the Mace proposals include. There is no justification for the SPD to consider a development 

site larger than the existing area of Botley centre.  

 The SPD is predicated on the yet to be adopted Local Plan 2031, and seeks to pre-empt the 

statutory local plan adoption process. This is one reason why adopting the SPD in its present 

form would be unlawful.  

Conduct and content 

 Scenarios assessed for development included only full redevelopment of the ‘Mace’ site with 

one including the demolition of Elms Parade. The one scenario for partial redevelopment 

was rejected for consideration prior to any local resident consultation, despite the SPD 

stating that it had been rejected by local stakeholders during consultation. 

 The SPD would allow for 5-8 storey buildings over much of the area, contrary to the Vale’s 

own design guide (without a limit of metres). The harmful height and bulk of the proposed 

development was one of the major concerns of the Doric applicationThe viability analysis for 

the SPD seems to have been based on a sale price for the land as a starting point, rather 

than looking at how other proposals might approach viability. As a result only a very 

intensive use of land is deemed viable, with some unpopular uses such as a cinema being 

regarded as ‘breakeven’ but included because it is expected to attract restaurants and cafés 

to the site. We do not believe that the viability analysis is truly objective. 

 Large scale student housing remain an issue. Our survey showed that some local people are 

not averse to a small amount of student housing, but what is suggested is over large (over 

400 units), and we know that neither of the Oxford universities are interested in leasing the 

accommodation. Most people would like housing on the site, to include replacement for the 

small number lost as a result of redevelopment of West Way Shopping Centre, and any other 

housing being appropriate to the needs of the local area.  

Consultation 

 The consultation on the draft SPD included severe shortcomings. The Evidence Base was not 

made available during the consultation period and was only published with the Scrutiny 

Committee papers on Oct 16. What was provided as the evidence is a partial selection of 

reports. In Scrutiny Committee it was stated that the Evidence Base was not an “Evidence 

Base”, but background information. 

 Any SPD should be justified by an evidence base, which considers and compares genuine 

options. This SPD failed to carry out a valid sustainability appraisal and environmental 

assessment, but focussed solely on viability from the perspective of the developer.   

 WWCC and residents sought to engage with the Vale planning officers throughout the 

preparation of the SPD and attended the workshops which claimed to allow stakeholder 

engagement. However, residents’ feedback from this engagement was not reflected in the 

content of the SPD. 



 Reporting of the consultation was dismissive of those who took time to read and comment 

on the report, describing them as a “vocal minority of older residents”. It was stated that “as 

a result the revisions to the SPD have in the main focused on improving the clarity of the 

document …”. It seems that the consultation was asking “Do you understand what we’re 

saying?” rather than “Are we saying the right things?” 

 The analysis of the survey results was incomplete.  Around 250 filled in the Vale’s 

questionnaire and a further 100 wrote letters. In the quantitative reporting (bar charts and 

pie charts) on the responses to aspects of the development, only those responses in the 

questionnaire were included, with those who wrote letters being presented as having no 

opinion,. This creates a misleading picture of the level of agreement or disagreement. 

Conflict of interest and lack of transparency 

 We have been concerned throughout the history of this development proposal about the 

possible conflict of interest between the Vale as landowner of the West Way Shopping 

Centre, and its role as planning authority. In this situation, one would hope that the Vale 

would wish to make sure that proper process was followed, and seen to be followed. This 

SPD attempts to make policy meet the proposals rather than vice versa. 

 The cabinet member with responsibility for Planning has said in two meetings (Scrutiny and 

Cabinet) that the site is important because it is valuable land and because it is the only large 

redevelopment site left in the Vale. These statements present development as an end in 

itself, rather than following planning process which requires authorities to respond to 

objectively assessed needs of the area.  

 The West Way redevelopment has a history of information being kept from the public and 

other Councillors, which only serves to undermine public trust. Information released through 

Freedom of Information requests showed that Cabinet were advised in 2012 as to the legal 

and financial risks of their proposed course of action in supporting Doric’s development. We 

question the SPD process in the hope that the same mistake (i.e. the Council endorsing an 

over-sized development without considering a full range of options based on local need) will 

not continue to be repeated.  


