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Introduction

1. Planning application no. P16/V0246/FUL proposes the redevelopment of the

Botley Centre. The application follows the refusal of an alternative

redevelopment scheme in December 2014 (application no. P13/V2733/FUL).

The documents accompanying the current application seek to address the

previous reasons for refusal.  The first reason for refusing the previous

scheme was:

"In the opinion of the local planning authority, the proposed development is not

considered a sustainable development as it would result in a visually harmful

and unneighbourly scheme, which is not compatible with or sympathetic to the

character of the surrounding residential area by reason of the size, bulk, scale,

height and massing of the proposed buildings. Furthermore the proposed

development would adversely impact on views into and out of Oxford City by

reason of its size, bulk, scale, height and massing. As such the proposal is

contrary to policies DC1, DC9, NE8 and S1 of the adopted Vale of White

Horse Local Plan 2011 and to core policies 11, 28, 32, 37 and 44 of the

emerging Local Plan 2031 Part 1 and to advice contained in the National

Planning Policy Framework."

2. My report comments on the merits of the current application in the light of the

above previous reason for refusal.
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Key urban design issues

3. The two key urban design issues raised by the proposed redevelopment of the

Botley Centre are the quality of the public open spaces and the height and
massing of the new buildings. These issues are addressed in the following

sections of the Vale's new Design Guide:

 "The aim of this guide is to inspire designers to rise to the challenge to

deliver high quality, well designed buildings, streets and spaces that are in

keeping with their environment and respond to the challenge to deliver

sustainable development." (para. 1.4.1)

 "The design of streets and definition of that street by built form or

landscape features should be considered in parallel to ensure buildings

provide appropriate enclosure and contribute positively to the character of

the space."

Principle DG31: Streets as social spaces on page 84

 "The scale of new buildings should relate to their context (rural or urban),

their location within the hierarchy of routes and whether they act as a focal

point, landmark or corner building." (para. 5.1.1)

 "The scale of existing buildings within the urban areas of the District tend to

range from 2 to 4 storeys whereas within more rural villages this is

predominantly 1 to 2 storeys." (para. 5.1.2)

 "New development should generally reflect the scale of the existing

settlement unless a strong justification is provided. For example the

location of a landmark building to terminate a key view. Subtle variations in

height can also be used to add visual interest. This can be achieved with

differing ridge and eaves heights, as commonly found in traditional streets."

Principle DG51: Scale on page 106

 "The form and massing of development can have a significant contribution

to the character of a neighbourhood." (para. 5.1.4)

 "The height of apartment buildings will depend on the local context but is

likely to range from 3 to 5 storeys in urban areas. Apartment buildings can
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be effective tools in aiding legibility to centres, hubs and key routes through

their increased scale and more urban appearance." (para. 5.16.4)

 "By their very nature apartment buildings tend to be larger in scale and

massing.

"Care should be taken to avoid the building appearing overly bulky."

(paras. 5.16.5 and 5.16.7)

 "Inappropriately located apartment buildings that cannot be justified will be

rejected.

"The height and location of apartment buildings should respond to its

context and aid legibility within the settlement.

"Apartment buildings may be deeper in floorplan than houses and as such

care should be taken to avoid the building appearing bulky. These larger

buildings should be broken down into a hierarchy of simple rectangular

elements each with its own pitched roof.

"Single aspect, north facing apartments should be avoided."

(The last point is relevant when considering whether the student

accommodation on the upper floors of Buildings C and D are dwellings)

Principle DG69: Apartments - scale and massing on page 125

 "Mixed use centres and neighbourhood hubs should be designed around

streets or nodes.

"Cluster facilities around an appropriate scaled high quality public realm or

public space as a central focus. This could range from a village green, a

small public square to a simple widening of the street. The size of public

spaces created in neighbourhood centres should be related to the height of

enclosing development to provide enclosure and a sense of place."

Principle DG91: Mixed use centres - Layout and public realm on page 155

 "The clustering of buildings and the scale and massing of the centre or hub

should contribute to its legibility. The heights and form of buildings will

depend on their location within the District and the size of the proposed

development. For example within a more rural village location a

neighbourhood hub could consist of two or three 2-storey buildings
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 clustered around a key node whereas in more urban locations or within

larger urban extensions it may be appropriate to structure a number of

3 – 4 storey buildings, a school building and crèche around a public

space." (para. 8.3.1)

 "The height of buildings within a centre should be appropriate to its context

and aid legibility."

Principle DG92: Mixed Use centres - Built form on page 156

 "Applicants should demonstrate how the use of landmarks, markers and

vistas has informed their proposal. The location of landmarks should be

clearly justified."

Principle DG30: Legibility, landmarks and vistas on page 77

4. The current planning application needs to be considered in the light of the

above design guidance, particularly in relation to the two key urban design

issues relating to the quality of the public open spaces and the height and
massing of the new buildings.

Planning policies

5. In addition to the design guidance referred to above, the following policies are

also relevant to the consideration of the design quality of the current scheme:

 Policies DC1, DC9, NE8 and S1 of the adopted Local Plan

 Core Policies 11, 37 and 38 of the emerging Local Plan

 Adopted Botley Centre SPD

 Paragraphs 17 (4th bullet point) and 56 - 66 of the National Planning Policy

Framework
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Appraisal

6. The current scheme proposes five new buildings of varying designs and the

following heights:

 Building A - up to 9 storeys

 Building B - up to 8 storeys

 Building C - 6 storeys

 Building D - 5 storeys

 Building E - 3 storeys

 Building F - 3 storeys

7. The Design and Access Statement emphasises the importance of the public

space between the buildings when it says that "a new enlarged public space is

provided behind Elms Parade", and each new building will address this

"central public space" (Executive Summary).

8. An essential issue is to appraise how well the proposed buildings relate to

each other and to the public space being created between them, particularly in

the light of the Council's decision that the previous scheme was "a visually

harmful and unneighbourly scheme, which is not compatible with or

sympathetic to the character of the surrounding residential area by reason of

the size, bulk, scale, height and massing of the proposed buildings".

9. A helpful starting point of such an appraisal is a Government and CABE

publication from 2000 entitled By Design - Urban design in the planning

system: towards better practice.  Although no longer part of Government

advice on design matters, the document provides competent guidance to

achieve higher standards of urban design.  One of the guiding principles set

out in By Design is to ensure that public places relate to the human scale.

Attached at Appendix 1 of this report is an extract from By Design entitled The

scale of buildings should relate to the width of the street.  Essentially, the taller

the enclosing buildings, the wider the street needs to be.  Applying this

essential urban design principle demonstrates the shortcomings of the current

scheme.
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10.The proposed areas of public open space in the current scheme are shown in

section 2.8 of the Landscape Design Statement (page 35).  The widths of the

public open space are shown on the masterplan drawing at Appendix 2 of this

report and are as follows:

 Between Buildings C & D (6 & 5 storeys) and Building E (3 storeys) = 16m

 Between Building A (9 storeys) and Building E (3 storeys) = 10.8m

 Between Building B (8 storeys) and Building C (6 storeys) = 13m

 Between Building A (9 storeys) and Building B (8 storeys) = 8.3m - 16m

11.These public spaces are well below the acceptable widths set out in By Design

for the height of the proposed enclosing buildings.  Consequently, large parts

of the areas of public space will feel oppressive and over-dominated by the

adjoining tall buildings.

12. In addition, given the orientation of the scheme and the height of the enclosing

buildings, large parts of the open space will be in shade most of the time.  The

Daylight and Sunlight Report does not address this point as it only assesses

sunlight reaching the 11 private rooftop amenity areas, not the ground level

areas of public open space (see drawing no. 48119_PO_01 in Appendix C).

To address this concern, a more detailed analysis should be carried out in

accordance with the methodology set out in Appendix G of the BRE guidelines

for calculating sunlight availability for the ground level areas of public open

space.

13.The immediate presence of such tall buildings may also give rise to excessive

windiness of the public open spaces at ground level.  The Wind Microclimate

Statement is unconvincing on this matter when it says:

"The proposed masterplan is unlikely to give rise to excessive windiness at

pedestrian level and no additional mitigation to what it is already proposed

may be required.

"In conclusion, it is unlikely that the wind effects created by the proposed

development will exceed the recommended criteria for pedestrian comfort and

should be suitable for the intended pedestrian uses."
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14.For the above reasons the proposed public open spaces will not feel

comfortable places for people to linger and enjoy, which should be their

essential purpose.  The proposal, therefore, does not achieve "the highest

quality of design" and does not demonstrate "a quality of design in keeping

with the fundamental pre-requisite of all major development, including those

with tall buildings" as claimed in the conclusion of the  Design and Access

Statement.  And the proposal does not achieve "a memorable and inclusive

public space that creates a real sense of place and relates directly to Botley's

rich historic and current character" as claimed in section 3.1 of the Landscape

Design Statement (page 47).

15.The adopted Botley Centre SPD says the following on the issue of public open

space provision:

 "The opportunity exists to provide a series of public open spaces varied in

character to form the ‘heart’ of the development, these could include a

commercially focused space and a community orientated space."

(para. 4.3.1)

 "Public open spaces should be proportioned to be human in scale and take

into consideration solar orientation to avoid overshadowing of spaces."

(para. 4.3.5)

 "Public open space should relate well to context including building height in

order to form a sense of enclosure whilst retaining permeability."

(para. 4.3.10)

16.For the reasons given above, the public open space in the proposed scheme

does not meet these policy requirements.

17.The adopted Botley Centre SPD also says:

"Development should respond to the existing scale and massing of the study

area and surrounding area as stated in Principle DG51: Scale of the Vale’s

Design Guide (March 2015)." (para. 4.4.1)
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18.Paragraph 4.4.2 of the SPD then goes on to explain how a framework for

heights has been established "through consideration of urban design

principles, townscape context, local views and character, the surrounding

context, sensitive site boundaries and visual gateways to the study area". The

result of this careful consideration is the Scale and Massing Diagram at figure

32 on page 28 and the reference in paragraph 4.4.3 to the opportunity to

provide a "visual landmark" at the north-east corner of the site "through a high

quality taller building" (my underlining).  Paragraph 4.4.6 then goes on to say

that "buildings should break up massing, to avoid the creation of large or

overbearing single volumes and ensure a varied and visually interesting

roofscape".

19.The planning application documents, however, put aside these carefully

considered requirements of the adopted SPD and, rather than a tall corner

building providing a visual landmark, tall buildings are proposed along the

whole of the Westminster Way frontage of the site, with the tallest elements

towards the centre of that frontage.  The reason for setting aside the adopted

SPD is explained in paragraph 5.27 of the Planning Statement:

"The SPD provides guidance on density, scale and massing suggesting

heights should step up from the west and south, rising to 8 storeys in the

north-eastern corner. The Applicant has taken a slightly different approach

following public consultation on design analysis. Whilst the scheme provides

the height in the centre of the site, extending to nine storeys, the SPD is

provided for guidance purposes and should not be slavishly adhered to."

20.Paragraph 5.24 of the Planning Statement says that this "fresh approach to

the comprehensive masterplanning of the site" has been "shaped by public

consultation".  The clear implication, therefore, is that what is now proposed is

directly attributable to responses received from the public consultation

exercises. However, the designs were not significantly shaped by public

opinion, and the consultants report only a 55% approval of the proposals.



9
Mike Gilbert Planning Ltd.

Registered in England and Wales company no. 08473820
Registered office address: 62 Broadmarsh Lane Freeland Witney OX29 8QR

Email: mg.planning@btinternet.com

21.This approach, however, is clearly contrary to the requirements of the adopted

SPD and is a major reason for the eastern part of the scheme having such an

overly massive and dominating appearance. The applicants seem to have

cherry-picked the SPD by incorporating those parts with which they agree and

dismissing those parts with which they do not agree. The proposed scheme

should be the result of applying the requirements of the SPD as a whole.

Conclusion

22.The proposed redevelopment scheme does not comply with the adopted

Botley Centre SPD or the provisions of the Vale's new Design Guide.  As a

result, the scheme fails to meet the required standards in relation to the two

essential urban design issues relating to the quality of the public open spaces

and the height and massing of the new buildings. The proposed public open

spaces will not feel comfortable places for people to linger and enjoy, and the

proposed buildings in the eastern part of the site have an overly massive and

dominating appearance. These problems would be overcome if the provisions

of the Botley Centre SPD and the Vale's Design Guide were properly complied

with.

11 April 2016


