
History of the West Way re-development plans –is it really Hobson’s choice?  

Introduction 

Vale have owned the West Way Shopping Centre (WWSC) since 2001, having purchased it as an investment 

property, and taken revenue from the centre since then. The idea of re-development of Botley dates back to 

at least 2011. Since that time, there have been proposals put forward for possible plans for the centre, and 

the public have responded to eight consultations in total.  

The District Council’s duty, as planning authority and land-owner, are three-fold: to ensure that it uses its 

public assets wisely and receive the best return; to enable developers to bring forward viable and 

sustainable developments; and to provide for the needs of the community. In this case, it appears that focus 

has been on the first two elements, while the third has been sacrificed. 

This document sets out Vale’s decision and consultation processes relating to West Way redevelopment. We 

conclude that, while each decision made would perhaps have appeared to be a good decision at a time, it 

has unfortunately led to a situation which is not likely to deliver a viable and sustainable redevelopment, and 

which does not meet Botley’s needs for the future. We should not be afraid to accept that a re-think may be 

a better option. 

Sale of Site 1 and the West Way Shopping Centre  

In 2011, the first decision was made to sell Site 11. This was marketed as a ‘retail opportunity’ anticipating 

that a supermarket would take it, and the proceeds used to refurbish WWSC. 

In 2012, Doric (as preferred bidder for Site 1), offered also to buy WWSC (Site 2). Vale consulted on 

proposals, suggested options being at least refurbishment or possible redevelopment of the combined site 

(first consultation). The Vale concluded that this consultation did not produce a representative response, 

but took the (second) decision to sell WWSC to Doric for redevelopment. Doric briefed the Vale Cabinet that 

the redevelopment would also include Field and Vale House, Elms Parade and the Vicarage. Vale and Doric 

entered into an agreement to deliver this large redevelopment. Vale’s advisers set out many risks that this 

decision involved.  This was the third decision – to enter into the agreement sell the land in spite of the risks 

identified by their advisers, and to support a wider development without consultation with even local 

councillors. 

Consultation and outcome of first planning application 

During 2013, Doric revealed their plans to the public and submitted a planning application in late 2013. 

Three rounds of public consultation (second, third and fourth consultations) on the plans took place during 

2014. The Leader of the Council spoke out in support of the development, but the public consultation 

produced an unprecedented number of comments opposing the plans. The planning committee 

unanimously refused planning permission in December 2014, against the recommendation of the planning 

officer. The public were generally pleased with this outcome, and were grateful to the planning committee 

and for the democratic process. 

                                                           
1
 Elms Court, Grant Thornton Office block, Seacourt Hall, Baptist Church, part of Co-op and adjacent car park, marketed 

under a co-operation agreement with the owners.  



Extension of sale agreement and Supplementary Planning Document 

In 2015, Vale Cabinet took their fourth decision, to extend the contract with Doric – now referred to as 

Mace (the combined company is known as Botley Development Company Ltd in the planning application). 

Under this new contract, Mace were expected to bring forward, in consultation with the public, a new 

planning application for re-development of Sites 1 and 2, i.e. no longer including the land occupied by Field 

House, Vale House and Elms Parade. Hence we were collectively back the same position as we were in 2012, 

when Vale first consulted on redevelopment of Sites 1 and 2. The public welcomed the opportunity to work 

with Mace and the Vale on a new proposal. 

During 2015, Vale prepared a Supplementary Planning Document, to advise developers as to what would be 

a suitable redevelopment of Botley. Consultations (fifth and sixth consultations) on this document produced 

some opposition from the public, as it appeared to be prepared specifically to facilitate the plans which were 

anticipated from Mace or even Doric’s earlier plans. The SPD was adopted, and again the public felt that 

their views had been ignored by the Vale’s Cabinet. 

WWCC and Mace Consultation 

WWCC undertook a survey of the local public, and reported its results in June 2015. This survey 

demonstrated that the majority of people were in favour of some redevelopment (37% favoured 

redevelopment of Sites 1 and 2, 46% favoured some redevelopment and some refurbishment, i.e. either of 

the options considered in Vale’s 2012 consultation would be suitable).  In addition, it was clear what sort of 

development the public considered suitable for Botley; a retail-led development, with a supermarket say 

25% larger than the existing Co-op, with a range of shops, businesses, services and leisure commensurate 

with a local service centre, with some residential accommodation specifically to address the housing needs 

for the local area. The public have been consistent in this opinion throughout.  Such a development would 

match the existing local plan and could be compatible with the SPD. It would be viable and sustainable. The 

reasons for opposing Mace’s current proposal are that it is too big, it is not a local service centre, the 

infrastructure cannot cope, and concerns about short and long term viability. 

These views were put forward to Mace during their own public consultation. The planning application which 

they have submitted is a large, residential-led development.  Mace’s public consultation failed to respond to 

the views expressed. 

Where does planning policy fit in? 

Planning policy is supposed to be determined by objectively assessed local need, and to provide guidance 

such that developers can bring forward schemes in line with that policy. In this case, policy appears to be 

driven by the latest proposals of a single developer, who has in place an exclusive arrangement to secure 

and develop this land.  

We were first told by Doric (supported by the Vale) that Botley required 500 students, a large supermarket 

and a multi-screen cinema. No supermarket was secured for that proposed development. On renewing the 

contract with the Vale, we were told that 200 students, a medium size supermarket and a cinema were 

required.  Now we are told that we require a supermarket not much larger than at present, 262 students, a 

hotel and 140 residential units, but no affordable housing.  



Seventh and eighth consultations – Mace’s latest plans 

The public have again responded in their hundreds to the planning application put in by Mace in February 

this year and the amended plans in May. The large majority object to the plans, on the grounds of height, 

bulk and scale, traffic conflict, parking and infrastructure.  

Why is the Vale possibly reluctant to refuse planning permission, but should? 

As land-owners, the Vale have made the decision to sell the WWSC, and wish this deal to go through. The 

price they were offered appears to be a good price (too good?). They (and the other owners of Site 1) have 

been waiting for this sale since 2011. Planning permission is a condition of the land sale. 

Since 2011, the WWSC has suffered planning blight and recently units have not been re-let when existing 

tenancies ended. The buildings have been neglected.  

Mace are arguing that their development needs to be thus, in order for them to make a suitable return on 

their investment. They have invested a lot in this development so far. Their colleagues, Doric, agreed a price 

on the land, which the Vale are not prepared to reduce. They have spent millions on their previous failed 

application and more on this one. Under the terms of their sale agreement, they have to rebuild the 

Seacourt Hall and Baptist Church, increasing their costs. 

What are the options? 

The situation we face, as a result of a series of decisions over the last four to five years, is a developer who 

needs to put forward a development which does not match defined needs, in order to satisfy the agreement 

entered into in 2012 (and renewed in 2015).  

The development is speculative and risky and there are good planning reasons why the development should 

be refused. There is no demonstrated need for a large student residential block in this area, and the housing 

proposed is unlikely to suit local needs.  It will overstretch local services, particularly doctors.  The 

development does not provide any benefit for the people of Botley, but will cause harm to local businesses 

and the amenity of the people who live here. 

We are being told that it is this or nothing, or that the alternative could be worse. However, in the event that 

this redevelopment does not go ahead, there are options. The Vale are still owners of the WWSC, and could 

reconsider the redevelopment or refurbishment options, either with Mace or another developer. The local 

residents would still support the local centre, and there is no reason to believe that businesses would not be 

attracted to the centre if suitable rents were charged.  

We ask that the Vale look carefully at the proposal on the table, and ask – is this right for Botley? Does it 

provide for the needs of the community now and in the future? 

There are valid reasons to refuse it.  The Vale, Mace and the public could work together constructively to 

bring forward a suitable development.  
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