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Issues associated with planning application P20/V0921/FUL viability 

assessment 

Comment from West Way Community Concern – 15 October 2020 

The analysis contained in the Addendum to the Viability Submission (dated 28 August 2020) raises a 

number of issues, which would lead to any conclusion reached being questionable. 

Issues around the original viability assessment  

1 Sale price paid by BDC for the West Way Shopping Centre was not market tested 

BDC continue to state that the price paid for the site was market tested with “multiple bidding 

parties offering similar levels to BDC”. This is not true. Only the eastern part of the site was 

competitively marketed in 2012. Two bidders, BDC (then known as Doric Properties) and one other 

bidder made much higher offers than the remaining bidders. When negotiations with the other 

bidder failed, BDC became preferred bidder. 

BDC then made an offer for the remaining part of the site, the West Way Shopping Centre owned by 

Vale of White Horse District Council. This now made the Vale the vendor of more than half of the 

development site. Council Cabinet papers of the time report that they discussed the option of 

putting this sale out for competitive tender, but the decision was made not to do this, as it would 

lead to delays. 

2 The land sale price was higher than residual valuation 

On completing the land sale in September 2017, the marketing agent Cushman and Wakefield’s 

report for the Vale “Review of the Disposal of Sites 1 and 2 for the West Way Place development, 

Botley” says: 

“We have produced a residual valuation to consider the value of the site to a developer for scenario 

viability analysis. Targeting a market standard rate profit on cost of [redacted] produces an overall 

residualised price for the entire site of approximately [redacted] below the BDC offer.” 

“It is our opinion that the amended purchase price is still in excess of the current residual site value 

and still reflects a positive outcome for the Council…. We believe that the property market would be 

less favourable to the vendors today and that the price achieved in the open market for the 

development, if marketed at this point, would be lower than the adjusted purchase price of 

[redacted].”  

3 Enhanced actual land sale price was then used in viability calculations  

Contrary to NPPF guidance, this actual sale price was then used in the viability calculations. This 

allowed BDC to demonstrate that viability did not allow for affordable housing. This is an obvious 

result. If the land value used increases over the benchmark value, something has to give – either 

developer profit or affordable housing obligations. 
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4 BDC’s affordable housing contribution compensated for by reduction in sale price 

Having achieved planning permission, BDC negotiated a payment of £2m in lieu of any affordable 

housing provision. At the same time, they negotiated a reduction in the sale price of £2.3m (this 

reduced price is the ‘amended purchase price’ referred to in the C&W report). So – effectively, BDC 

gave with one hand to take back with the other.  

The Viability Addendum presents a comparison of profit levels achieved by the extant and enhanced 

(proposed) scheme. These show that the enhanced scheme would increase their profit of from 

£3.75m to £8.25m. However, BDC say that this profit is still not as much as they hoped to make on 

the scheme, and hence they are not willing to offer more contribution to affordable housing, indeed 

even wish to renegotiate the agreed payments. This is frankly insulting. 

5 Build costs 

In the 2016 viability assessment, a total construction cost for the entire development of £66,825,000 

was included, this figure having been provided by independent cost consultants on behalf of BDC. 

The Ridge cost report of February 2020 provided with the VA indicates that the contract value for 

Phase 1 alone was £65,685,000, (with an anticipated final cost of £68,626,000). BDC must have 

known before build started that the overall project would not meet its expected profit, but went 

ahead anyway. (One has to smile at the comment made by Savills that the anticipated profit was 

significantly below the level a prudent developer would accept as a target. This imprudent developer 

now wants to push its problems on to the community.) 

Phase 2 in isolation viability calculations  

6 Purpose of the assessments 

We understand that the purpose of a Viability Assessment is to consider the viability of the scheme 

against its ability to sustain conditions set on it by planning policy. The applicant says that its 

purpose is “assuming the above work resulted in an agreed position that the affordable housing 

provision across the scheme, with the enhanced Phase 2 element, should not increase from the £2m 

contribution currently set in the extant S106 agreement…”. Surely the starting assumption of the 

application (as a stand-alone application for a residential block of 150 flats), should be the Vale’s 

own policy, as commented by the Housing Officer, that the block should provide 35% affordable 

housing, i.e.  52 flats plus a financial contribution for the remaining 0.5 unit. 

Only the profit levels for Phase 2 should be relevant to the current application. The Savills Viability 

Addendum includes a comparison of extant and enhanced scheme profitability for the site wide 

development, but they only present figures for the enhanced scheme for Phase 2 in isolation. Since 

it is important to understand how much value and cost has been added by the new scheme, we 

would have expected to see the equivalent calculation for extant planning permission for Phase 2 for 

comparison with the enhanced scheme.  
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7 Data inputs 

There are a number of calculations which throw doubt on the assessments. 

(1) Calculation of Existing Use Value 

We question the assertion that the EUV of this site should reflect the condition and status of the 

property at the original acquisition date of 2016.  

The ground floor of the Seimens (sic) building was not office space in 2016, but under-croft parking. 

The resulting site wide Existing Use Value of £27.73m and Baseline Value site at £33.3m seems a 

large figure, which gives a Phase 1 site BLV of £23.3m. The majority of the Phase 1 site was the West 

Way Shopping Centre wholly owned by the Vale District Council, for which they received a price of 

£12.4m, and deemed at the time to be in excess of the residual site value and unlikely to be 

bettered.   

(2) Development value  

The appraisals relating to the whole scheme contain a figure of £716,040 for income from Block A 

retail tenants which increases the value of the Net Realisation. This figure is not included in the 

appraisal for the Phase 2 alone. Why not? 

(3) Costs 

We question the use of the cost plan provided by the selected contractor, and suggest that this 

should be checked against BCIS figures. It is already seen that there was a disparity between the 

costs provided by industry estimators and contracted build cost in the Phase 1. Does including 

contractor bid price, which in itself should contain an uplift for contingency and then adding risk 

again, amount to double counting?  

We wonder whether the inclusion of the costs of relocating the Baptist Church and Seacourt Hall 

from their temporary facilities within the Phase 2 site to their new building is an allowable cost, 

given that this double move from their original premises was as a result of BDC’s decision on 

phasing, and the reprovision of the community hall and Baptist Chirch within the site was a condition 

of the land sale. 

(4) Profit level 

The target developer profit level of 20% appears extreme, given that 15-20% is the guidance. We 

wonder whether the Phase 2 calculations should calculate anticipated profits, using BLV as the 

prospective land price. We already know that BDC are able to accept lower profit levels and the level 

of risk in this Phase is lower. 

NPPF guidance 

In this context current NPPF Guidance is specific both on the implications of negotiated 

contributions and on reviews of viability: 

Where contributions are reduced below the requirements set out in policies to provide 

flexibility in the early stages of a development, there should be a clear agreement of how 

policy compliance can be achieved over time. As the potential risk to developers is already 

accounted for in the assumptions for developer return in viability assessment, realisation of 
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risk does not in itself necessitate further viability assessment or trigger a review mechanism. 

Review mechanisms are not a tool to protect a return to the developer, but to strengthen 

local authorities’ ability to seek compliance with relevant policies over the lifetime of the 

project.   NPPF Guidance Paragraph: 009 Reference ID: 10-009-20190509 

NPPF guidance recommends the use of benchmark land values rather than negotiated prices for VA 

submitted for approval, in advance of development, as a means of ensuring that developers cannot 

offset excessive property costs against section 106 liabilities. 

The price paid for land is not a relevant justification for failing to accord with relevant 

policies in the plan. Landowners and site purchasers should consider this when agreeing land 

transactions. (Guidance 2019 para 002 Reference ID: 10-002-20190509) 

To define land value for any viability assessment, a benchmark land value should be 

established on the basis of the existing use value (EUV) of the land, plus a premium for the 

landowner. The premium for the landowner should reflect the minimum return at which it is 

considered a reasonable landowner would be willing to sell their land. The premium should 

provide a reasonable incentive, in comparison with other options available, for the 

landowner to sell land for development while allowing a sufficient contribution to fully 

comply with policy requirements. Landowners and site purchasers should consider policy 

requirements when agreeing land transactions. This approach is often called ‘existing use 

value plus’ (EUV+). 

In order to establish benchmark land value, plan makers, landowners, developers, 

infrastructure and affordable housing providers should engage and provide evidence to 

inform this iterative and collaborative process. Paragraph: 013 Reference ID: 10-013-

20190509. 

Hence, the methodology used in the assessment fails to comply with this guidance. Certainly, the 

existing affordable housing agreement should not be re-negotiated. A robust assessment should be 

provided with respect to the enhanced scheme, in the event that it is considered appropriate to 

recommend approval. 

 


