
Commentary on Landscape and Visual Impact Appraisal (App 6.3 of EIA) 

Key summary points 

 The photographs do not give a realistic impression of how the proposed development will 

alter views 

 Nearly all use a very wide field of view (up to 120⁰) while the recommended field of view is 

40⁰ (the equivalent of a 50mm lens using an old style 35mm camera). The consultant’s 

justification for wider angles does not stand up, and they have not explained what they have 

done in most cases 

 The lighting in many photo sets has been altered between the ‘before’ and ‘after’ 

 Some ‘after’ photos show the sun shining from an impossible angle (high up at about 5am in 

the morning) 

 One photograph using over 100⁰ angle manages to place the proposals to the right of the 

field of view, and then states that their “computer modelling demonstrated no visibility in 

the proposals”. 

 In at least one case the scale of view in the after photo has been reduced which lessens the 

apparent impact 

 In another case the development is shown as hazy and under cloud while the before photo 

demonstrated good visibility and full sunlight. 

An Environmental Statement should not be a public relations exercise but these images appear to 

deliberately mislead to give an impression that the impact will be much less than is likely 

It follows that the Environmental Statement cannot be regarded and objective. These and any other 

misleading sections should be carried out again, properly, and the text amended accordingly. 

 

Use of camera angles and ‘stitched photographs’ 

The aim of photo-montages in an EIA should be to give a realistic impression of how the proposed 

building will be perceived. Hence it is recommended as a working standard that the equivalent of a 

50mm lens on a 35mm film camera is used. This is about a 40 degree angle view which conforms to 

most peoples’ active field of view, or what people expect a photograph to represent. Macgregor 

Smith have been extremely selective in the guidance given by the Landscape Institute Note 1/11. 

This comment relates only to the Figures 6.30 to 6.43 (Views 1 to 14). Similar objections apply to the 

more distant views from Oxford City Centre. At least 3 of the photo sets were not taken at the 

locations specified in Figure 6.29a. 

Only one of the image sets can be described as properly conforming to the 35mm/50mm standard 

and that is View 1 (from outside Seacourt Tower). Ironically this is one where a wider angle view 

would show more of the development. 

All the other views use a much wider than 40 degree view. 

Where images have shown red markers, described as a single frame, the whole image does not 

match a ‘standard’ view, but serve to show how much wider angle the whole ‘stitched’ photo really 

is. Of the 14 views shown:- 



 8 are described as “stitched” while all but one (13 out of 14) have either been stitched or a 

very wide angle lens was used. Nowhere is it recorded the extent to which views have been 

altered by stitching. 

 Most photos use a view of 110 to 120 degrees (or three standard views stitched together). 

 While a few would need stitching for the new development to be fully shown (Views 1, 2 and 

6, for example) in other cases the wider angle appears to have been used to downplay the 

visual impact. 

These give the impression of central material appearing about one third the scale it would. 

Moreover, since one’s eye is drawn to large objects the actual intrusion on the landscape would be 

even greater than that. 

In the photograph below the distortion is readily apparent in that the houses are aligned with each 

other on Arthray Road (which is straight at this point) but the photograph gives the impression of 

the road curving by around 45 degrees. 

 

   
View 6 (before), top; and 50mm equivalent shot, lower image  

Lighting and contrast 

The lightness and contrast has been increased on most “after” images to give a lighter impression. 

View 2 shows people on the corner of Westminster Way who are in sunshine at an angle of over 45 

degrees shining from East - North East. This is simply not feasible. Although the image was the same 

as the ‘before’ one, clouds have all but disappeared. Since the proposed building will block out ‘real’ 

sunlight across West Way this is particularly disingenuous. While one might expect this in PR 

material it is simply not acceptable for a supposedly scientific EIA. 



  
Corner of West Way in North Easterly sunshine (left), and View 6 from Arthray with high sunshine from East 

Cloudy skies have similarly been replaced by sunny ones in Views 1 to 5. For some reason View 6 

from the Arthray Road entrance and some others have had small clouds added. 

View 9 (from corner of Westminster Way and Arthray Road)  

This shows a wider angle view in the after photo-composite compared to before. 

 

 
Before and after views for View 9 published – Note how the shape of the small block of flats on left changes 

  
View 9 before and after with 50mm focal length view and at same scale edited from EIA 

Also in View 9 a pylon and power cables have been removed. 



View 14 (from Botley Cemetery) 

This photograph is especially interesting. It is claimed that “computer modelling demonstrated no 

visibility in the proposals”. This isn’t entirely surprising, not because the proposed development 

would not be visible if built, but because the camera was pointing in the wrong direction. 

Revisiting the site shows new construction at 26-28 Westminster Way to be clearly visible which 

implies that the proposed development would also be. 

 

                                                                                          
View 14 – top = as in report with location of proposals in red rectangle, lower =50mm equivalent shot in winter  

 

View 12 (from Hinksey meadows) 

It is claimed that the proposed buildings would not be visible from this location. While the location 

seems to have been chosen so that the proposed building would be partly obscured by the group of 

trees it would be visible to the right of these trees and to the left of the pylon. Two trees have been 

removed since the photographs were taken (seemingly some time ago judging by the condition of 

remaining wood). 

  
View 12 – ES version left – March 2016 version right. Note two trees removed just to let of pylon 

If the intention was to play down how the proposed build would alter views it is relatively easy to 

find locations where buildings cannot be seen, but that is surely not the point. 

The breaks in ‘stitching’ is also clearly visible. 



View 11 (from Arnolds Way) 

In the “after” image sunshine has been enhanced in the foreground but cloud dampens the effect on 

the proposed building. The after image is a fine example of amateur “photo-shopping” with the 

foreground becoming brighter while haze obscures the far distance, and the new buildings are 

greyed out. 

In the images below, the top image shows the ‘after’ image as shown in the report (but with a red 

line added to show how a ‘standard’ view would look. Below these a section of the before and after 

images have been selected to show how light has been altered in the published after version. Below 

that the ‘before’ image has had the proposed building added, and placed in ‘sunlight’ to show how 

the authors should have shown it. These images clearly show that the consultants have altered the 

images with the intention of playing down the appearance of the proposed build. 

 
“After” View 11, as printed, plus red line showing 35mm film, 50mm lens equivalent 

            
Sections of “before” and “after” for View 11 from EIA, showing change in ‘light conditions’ (about 80mm equivalent) 

       
“After” of View 11, re-“photo-shopped” to show how site would looked in the before image used in the EIA 



Conclusions 

The Landscape and Visual Impact Appraisal of an EIA should be a ‘dispassionate’ assessment of how 

a proposed development would appear from a variety of positions. For West Way a large number of 

visual tricks have been employed to give a false impression. In summary these include:- 

 The use of ultra-wide views to minimise impact, without stating what the field of view is, 

 Lighting changes to minimise impact (brightness and implausible sunlight angles) 

 Views from locations where the development is nearly invisible 

 Pointing the camera in the wrong direction 

Landscape architects say that it is of importance to state the field of view, and if a ‘non standard’ 

view is used that in order to show a ‘real life image’ state what print and viewing distance should be 

used to give a ‘full size’ picture. It has to be concluded that the assessment is not fit for purpose and 

should be re-done professionally. 

 

 

Annex – Quotes from the EIA Summary Report 

“At completion the Project will be visible as a new scheme set within the framework of the built 

suburb. As a development that is replacing an existing poor quality collection of buildings with a 

scheme that is compatible with its function as a shopping centre the Project will not generally be 

seen as out of context or inherently intrusive. For the majority of the residential views the Project 

represents no adverse impact or degrees of slight or moderate improvement.” (p17) 

“The Project will subtly influence the character of the main road frontages of West Way and 

Westminster Way making the short section of roadscape immediately next to the site feel more 

urban; in urban design terms this is a positive in helping define the location as the centre or heart of 

the suburb. As a result the proposals are assessed as a Moderate Beneficial Effect on character that 

will register as a significant local effect.” (p17) 

 


