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Welcome to the VSL 2019 Oxfordshire A34 Commercial
Market Update. The figures show a confusing picture
as take-up for office and industrial space dropped,
although rents kept climbing. The uncertainty of
Brexit is partly to blame for the dampening of take-up
figures but this was tempered by a buoyant feeling in
the market due to the number of successful spinout
companies starting and flourishing in Oxford.
Transactions across the office and industrial market have fallen

The domination of demand experienced in recent years from the

significantly since the highest levels recorded 2 years ago. A total of 28

science and technology sector has waned slightly this year. This sector

office transactions were recorded compared with 52 in 2017, while 35

still accounts for 63% (70% in 2018) of office take-up but has sunk to

industrial transactions took place compared with 49 in 2017.

only 26% (64% in 2018) of the industrial market. Our records don’t

The most striking change was the large amount of industrial
speculative development taking place due to the release of land in
Bicester. As a result, industrial supply increased by 64%. Speculative

take into account the smaller lettings and there is a strong feeling that
spinout activity continues to be positive with OSI plc ready to fund the
intellectual property emanating from the Universities.

development is set to accelerate in 2020 which will add to the supply

In November 2019 the ScaleUp Institute (2), paid tribute to the

figures. Conversely, the supply of office space has remained static and

conditions being created in Oxfordshire, leading to significant

there is little speculative development coming forward in the next

scale-up activity across the county. Local analysis showed that

year, so existing refurbished stock will continue to support the market.

‘breakthrough’ sectors particularly those in science and technology in

Oxford is one of the UK’s fastest growing cities (1) and competes
among the top technology clusters in the world. The big issues

Oxfordshire are growing between five per cent and 10 per cent faster
annually than their UK counterparts.

continue to be Oxfordshire’s creaking infrastructure and housing

We believe the science and technology market will bounce back in

affordability and we are waiting expectantly for the outcome of the

2020 as the upswell in start-up companies recorded in recent years

Budget on 11th March to understand the level of investment to be

mature with 2nd and 3rd round funding leading to new property

delivered to the region.

requirements.

There is optimism in the market which is clearly articulated by the

Later in this report we interview Peter Wilder, Head of Property for OSI

Oxford Local Enterprise Partnership ‘Local Industrial Strategy’ which

plc about their ambitions and his forecasts for the future property

was launched on the 4th September 2019. This ambitious blueprint

needs for the spinout companies.

predicts that by 2040 Oxfordshire’s GVA will have doubled to £46bn
per year. Our key transformative technologies (digital health;
space led data applications; autonomous vehicles and quantum
computing) all have the potential to add £180bn to the UK economy.
Further information can be found at www.oxfordshirelep.com/lis

The team at VSL are once again proud to have retained the EGi
Most Active Agent Award for the 11th year. We recorded that we were
involved with 50% of all office transactions and 54% of all industrial
transactions within our market in 2019.

As further evidence of the confidence in the region, Legal & General
is investing £4 bn over the next decade in a partnership with The
University of Oxford. The funding will deliver a series of projects
for the University including the creation of science and innovation
districts with modern workspace and research facilities as well as new
homes for staff and students subject to planning, .
Meanwhile, in December 2019 Oxford City Council approved the
Oxford North Plan which is set to be a new innovation district for the
city providing 4,500 new jobs in nearly 1m sq ft and 480 new homes
of which 168 will be affordable. The development will also include
shops, bars and restaurants and, significantly, will deliver high quality

1. The Centre for Cities 2016 Fast Growth Cities report cites Oxford as
one of the UK’s most successful cities, performing strongly across a
range of economic indicators including productivity and share of
knowledge-based jobs. This positions it for continued strong future
growth. Oxford’s population grew by 11.6% from 2004 to 2014,
making it the 12th fastest growing city in the UK.
2. The ScaleUp Institute is a national organisation who create

workspace for start-ups. This project has been in the pipeline for a

partnerships with policy makers, businesses and educational

decade but considerable infrastructure works mean it is likely to be

establishments to support the UK to become the ‘best place in the

several years before it becomes a reality.

world to scale-up a business.’
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Key Transactions 2019
BANBURY

M40
A44

BICESTER 1

3

KIDLINGTON
WITNEY
4

A40
OXFORD
1
2 5

FARINGDON

3

A420
A34

ABINGDON
5 4
DIDCOT

1

King Charles House, Oxford

Industrial Transactions
1

5520 Oxford Business Park

2

3

142 Milton Park, Abingdon

4

4610/4620 Oxford Business Park
16,000 sq ft to Animal Dynamics

Tungsten Park, Witney
125,000 sq ft pre-let to Certikin International

23,000 sq ft to Johnson Matthey
5

Unit 1a, Link 9, Bicester
120,600 sq ft to Arrival

27,000 sq ft to OSI plc
4

Didcot 166, Didcot
166,583 sq ft to OKA

24,000 sq ft to Perspectum Diagnostics
3	
Sherard Building, Oxford Science Park

Unit 9, Network @ Link 9, Bicester
21,800 sq ft to Hardide Coatings

	15,200 sq ft to Osler Diagnostics
2

WALLINGFORD

2

WANTAGE

Office Transactions

THAME

5

39/41 Nuffield Way, Abingdon
20,000 sq ft to Zircotec
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Office Market
2019 saw a further decline in activity for the
Oxfordshire office market since the peak
recorded in 2017.
VSL recorded circa 261,000 sq ft of take-up for the year, which
represents a 12% drop in comparison to the previous year.
Transaction numbers also declined again to 28 (35 in 2018, 52 in
2017).
There has been a marked increase in the concentration of deals
happening in the Oxford City region which accounted for 65% of
total office transactions and showing a clear trend over the last
few years.
The science and technology sector continues to lead the way,
accounting for 63% of market take-up in 2019, roughly consistent
with 2017 and 2018. Over the last few years University spinouts
have been recorded at approximately 20 pe year and by summer
2019 eight new spinouts had been recorded. We anticipate the
science and technology market will continue to dominate in the
coming year as these early stage companies start to mature.

Office supply is currently similar with last year, at around 611,000
sq ft. Speculative office development remains limited and the
only scheme likely to be completed during 2020 will be the
Magdalen Centre extension at The Oxford Science Park (30,000
sq ft). Despite planning permissions coming forward for Oxford
North (1m sq ft), The Oxford Science Park (168,000 sq ft) and
continued negotiations at the Oxpens site, it is still likely to be
several years before we see these major new major speculative
schemes delivered. This all means that in the next year we are
still going to be dependent on existing stock. The best quality
refurbishment schemes will continue to command premium
rents as supply levels shrink.
There continues to be a lack of speculative laboratory space
in part due to the cost and the difficulty in designing generic
space. MEPC at Milton Park has a strong pedigree of providing
buildings adaptable for a range of science and technology uses
and laboratory space fitted by former tenants is likely to become
available in this location during 2020 due to relocation or
business growth. Arlington at Oxford Business Park is currently
refurbishing and adapting Building 3500 to accommodate a
laboratory fit out which will be available by Q4 2020. Meanwhile,
OSI plc has recently acquired the Sherard Building on The
Oxford Science Park and will be converting this to laboratory use
for their funded companies.
Despite the reduction in demand, headline rents across the
county have increased due to the level of demand for the best
accommodation. Prime office rents have reached £40 per sq ft in
the city centre and £35 per sq ft around the ring road. We predict
rental levels rising further as the availability of the best office
space continues to shrink.

Industrial Market
2019 was the year of speculative development
within the Oxfordshire A34 market. The year
marked the largest delivery of new speculative
stock coming to the market in history totaling
some 375,000 sq ft. This led to an increase
in supply by 64% to 1,360,000 sq ft, up from
828,000 sq ft in 2018.
Take-up during 2019 was 763,000 sq ft, a decrease of 16% on
activity levels in 2018, but in line with the long-term average for
the market. Transaction numbers were also down by 19% over the
year. In part, the decline in activity was due to the lack of good
quality available stock within the immediate Oxford market.
Take-up within the science and technology sector would have
been higher were suitable stock available. As a result, this sector
recorded a much smaller proportion of take-up than in recent
years at 26% when compared to 64% in 2018.
The sale of 32 acres to Cloud HQ at Didcot where a projected
700,000 sq ft of space is planned has not been included in the
2019 figures as this relates to a land sale only at this stage.
Further speculative supply is forecast for 2020 and we predict
the year will be a new record for stock delivered to the market,
providing a further 700,000 sq ft. This will dwarf the level of stock

delivered in 2019 and provides a reminder of both investor and
developer confidence in the Oxfordshire market. The delivery
of new stock will be focused almost entirely around the towns
of Bicester (230,000 sq ft), Didcot (310,000 sq ft) and Witney
(164,000 sq ft) where land has been released via a well planned
local authority planning framework. Much of the new supply
around Bicester and Witney will be focused on mid-box size units
of between 15,000 and 60,000 sq ft. A size bracket where very
limited product has been delivered over the last few years.
This increase in new-build supply starkly contrasts with a
complete lack of new development within the immediate Oxford
area. Only one scheme (Trade City Oxford 2016) has been
delivered within the last decade.
Prime rents in the region have remained on an upwards
trajectory albeit at more subdued levels than in recent years.
Bicester has recorded sustained rents over £8 per sq ft for the
first time with the letting of 120,000 sq ft to Arrival Ltd at the end
of the year. Prime science and technology industrial rents in the
region remain at between £15 and £16 per sq ft.

Office Market Key Stats
Office take-up down to

Office supply up to

12

%

261,434 sq ft

611,026 sq ft
Total transactions

Average transaction size

9,337 sq ft

7

28

10
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1%

Science and Technology sector activity

165,305 sq ft = 63.2 %

of all take-up
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Industrial Market Key Stats
Industrial take-up down to

Industrial supply up to

762,575 sq ft 16

%

1,363,172 sq ft 64%
Total transactions

Average transaction size

21,788 sq ft

6

35

%

8

Science and Technology sector

196,981 sq ft = 26%

of all take-up

Industrial Breakdown by Town
600000

Supply (sq ft)
Take-up (sq ft)

500000

Sq ft

400000

300000

200000

100000

0

Oxford

Abingdon

Didcot

Bicester

Thame

Witney

Other

A34 Corridor Industrial Supply & Take-Up
2,500,000

Supply (sq ft)
Take-up (sq ft)

2,000,000

Sq ft

1,500,000

1,000,000

500,000

0

2010

VSL

INTEL

2011

2012

2013

2014

2015

2016

2017

2018

2019

Industrial Prime Rents
12

Witn

£ per sq ft

Tha

Bice

10

Did

Abi

8

Kidl

Oxf

6

2015
Oxford

2016
Kidlington

2017
Abingdon

2018

Didcot

2019

Bicester

Thame

Witney

		

		

Industrial Deals by Sector
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Accommodating the ambitions of the
brightest stars
Peter Wilder, Head of Property at Oxford Sciences Innovation, examines the challenges and
potential of the Oxford market for its portfolio of university spinouts
From a standing start in Oxford four years ago, OSI plc have

Computer science companies have the easiest property

invested around £150m into early stage companies which now

requirements as they look for straightforward office space

have around 1,000 people working in 125,000 sq ft of commercial

near the University and a transport hub. Engineering firms

property.

need highly flexible tech buildings for easy expansion. The

OSI has raised £600m from shareholders and anticipates up to
£1bn being poured into Oxford companies in the next five years
as they grow rapidly into an expected 450,000 sq ft of commercial

companies as they need more power, drainage, better cooling
and plant space.
“VSL’s experience is that developers are nervous about

space.
VSL asks: “What form of property types do the OSI portfolio
of companies require?”
Key sectors in which OSI invests include Biotech, Cleantech,
Healthcare and Technology as well as advanced engineering
firms such as Animal Dynamics and Oxford Flow. They occupy a
wide cross-section of buildings from standard offices to hi-tech
sheds.

speculatively providing lab space as there is no such thing
as a generic lab. Instead, more flexible space is required
allowing tenants to fit out more easily - do you concur with
this?”
We would like landlords to feel more comfortable about
delivering buildings with lab space as without it there is a
complete supply gridlock in a developing market. We also need
to see larger serviced laboratory operators moving into Oxford,

Richard Venables and Peter Wilder at Grassroots

VSL

most difficult property type to find is wet lab space for biotech
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move further afield. How do you envisage the geographical
distribution of the future?”
Our office and wet lab firms are centred within the Oxford ring
road. Those needing industrial space tend to look further afield
to sites such as the Oxford Industrial Park in Yarnton.
Key drivers are, access to department buildings and professors,
good amenities and proximity to transport hubs. There is a race
for talent and young companies want a vibrant location that is
good for their brand and attractive for staff.
The hospital sites are an obvious target for biotech companies
and the Bioescalator has been a great resource for early
Examples (above and below right) of the innovative Grassroots
workspace
for example BioCity which can run serviced laboratory buildings.
They can take long leases and so operate with decent profit
levels.
The biggest challenge for our portfolio of companies is that

stage wet lab users although it has a permanent waiting list.
Companies have pinpointed The Oxford Science Park as the next
point of growth as they have the right type of buildings.
Key location factors are recruitment, talent and connectivity. A
company founder won’t set up in Oxford if they are travelling
from London and have to get a bus from the station to a
business park. A direct train connection would be excellent –

because they are so young and fast growing, they do not have

something which re-opening the Cowley branch line would offer.

the track record a landlord requires or the ability to plan three

“How keen are you to see businesses stay in Oxford?”

years ahead. Part of my role is to help companies plot a threeyear plan to establish their property needs and move quickly

We want to grow the Oxford ecosystem and for our portfolio

when a suitable building becomes available.

companies to remain in Oxfordshire. We are committed to

“We understand OSI has opened the HB Allen Centre at
Keble College and now Grassroots at Woodstock Road to
support spinout activities. Is OSI entering further into the

delivering space suited to start-ups and beyond and are talking
to the wider property market to make them aware something
really special is happening here.

Oxford commercial property market?”
Available development land in Oxford is in short supply and only
a handful of landlords are building speculatively. As a result,
we have started delivering property solutions ourselves. For
example, we have taken the second floor of the Schrödinger
Building at The Oxford Science Park and are currently looking at
another nearby, so companies have access to the right product
at the right time and price. Ultimately this means firms stay in
Oxford.
With the Schrödinger Building we separated the second floor
into three different areas for tenants and agreed flexible leases.
Our latest addition is the HB Allen Centre at Keble College which
has prompted the launch of Grassroots at 46 Woodstock Road to
support spinout activities.

About OSI

Here we are aiming to deliver early growth space with

Since its first investment in November 2015, OSI has been

accommodation for up to 10 people and we have another unit
in the same building of around 4,000 sq ft which a company is

helping Oxford scientists address the world’s leading challenges,
from infectious diseases to sustainable energy. It has raised

using to accommodate up to 40 people.

£600m from shareholders.

We need to have these options across the board in industrial, wet

OSI invests in innovation from the Maths, Physical, Life Sciences,

laboratories and offices. Critically, companies in these sectors
may need up to 15,000 sq ft before they can take on their own

Medical Sciences, Computer Sciences and Engineering divisions
of Oxford University. It works with academics, post docs, PhDs

long-term lease.

and undergraduates.

“The epicenter of research is focused on the Oxford City

Often it is a spinout’s first investor. Typical sectors include

Centre but lack of accommodation means businesses have to

Biotech, Cleantech, Healthcare and Technology.
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University of Oxford spinout history supplied by Oxford Sciences Innovation
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VSL & Partners produces market reports providing a valuable insight into commercial
property market activity in the Oxfordshire region. For further information or to speak
to one of VSL & Partners experts, please call 01865 848488 or visit www.vslandp.com

About VSL & Partners
VSL & Partners was formed in 2003 by five leading Chartered Surveyors dealing with
commercial property in the Oxfordshire area to provide clients with an unrivalled local
and regional advice.
The company now has the largest dedicated commercial property agency team in
Oxford with other services including: Commercial Property Lease Advice, Valuation,
Consultancy, Technology Company Advisors and Business Rates Appeals.
VSL is recognised by The Estates Gazette online service – EGi as Oxfordshire’s most
active agent accolade and deal maker of the year for 2019.

Venables Sherrott
Lockhart and Partners
22 Bankside Kidlington
Oxford OX5 1JE
01865 848488
enquiries@vslandp.com
www.vslandp.com

