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1.0 Introduction 
 
1.1. This statement addresses the fifth Reason for Refusal (RfR 5) given by Reading Borough 

Council in their decision notice of 9 April 2021 following the committee meeting on 31 March 
2021, when refusing Application No. 200188/FUL for redevelopment of the site known as 55 
Vastern Road, including demolition of the exiting structures and erection of a series of 
buildings from 1 to 11 storeys.  RfR 5 states:  

 
The proposal would result in the complete loss of 55 Vastern Road, a Non- Designated 
Heritage Asset and building of local significance. The proposal has failed to 
demonstrate adequately that retention and reuse of the building has been explored 
fully. In this regard, the benefits of the proposal are not considered to significantly 
outweigh the harm caused to the asset’s identified significance. Therefore, the 
development is contrary to Policies EN1 and EN4 of the Reading Borough Local Plan 
(2019) and Section 16 of the National Planning Policy Framework (2019). 
 

1.2. This statement has been written by me, James Weeks, Director of the Built Heritage 
Consultancy (BHC). I have been a Heritage Consultant for over 17 years, dealing with a wide 
range of projects from small historic houses to large urban regeneration schemes, for clients 
including English Heritage, TfL, various developers and a large number of architects and 
homeowners. I have an MA in Architectural History from the Courtauld Institute of Art and 
am an Affiliate of the Institute of Historic Building Conservation.  

 
1.3. I have been involved in the project since June 2017 when I gave initial pre-purchase advice to 

Berkeley Homes. This led on to a baseline heritage report begun after April 2018 which 
informed the development of the scheme, and finally to the full Heritage Statement of 
November 2019 to support the Application to which this Appeal relates. In this work I was 
assisted by my colleague Anthony Hoyte MA(RCA) MSc IHBC, an Associate at BHC with 
extensive relevant experience.  

 
1.4. As well as producing the Heritage Statement for the scheme and providing heritage advice to 

the Appellant, I was also involved in the pre-application discussions held with Reading 
Borough Council. This involvement included attendance at several pre-application meetings 
to discuss heritage matters (explained further below). 

 
1.5. The scope of my evidence covers:  

• the heritage value of the locally listed building;  

• how the scheme was evolved to respond to heritage issues during the pre-
application process; 

• the consideration of heritage issues in the Committee Report; 

• the heritage issue that remains outstanding; and 

• an assessment of the scheme in terms of local and national policy relating to 
locally listed buildings, explaning how these policies are satisfied.  
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2.0 Summary of Scheme Evolution and Application 

Site description: Appraisal of the locally listed building 

2.1. Early in the project it was recognised that the heritage value of the site, and particularly of 
the locally listed building at 55 Vastern Road, would need to be fully understood to ensure 
that the scheme responded suitably to the relevant constraints – both in terms of judging 
whether any demolition would be justified and also with regard to devising an appropriate 
design response to the historic context. 

 
2.2. To assist with this, Built Heritage Consultancy were commissioned to produce an Initial 

Heritage Statement to appraise the site’s heritage value, the contents of which were 
ultimately expanded into a full Heritage Statement submitted with the Application. A brief 
summary of the full assessment is given here for convenience.  

 
2.3. The locally listed building was constructed in circa 1900 as the gate lodge to the Reading 

Electric Works, with a vehicle arch and lodge/office on the ground floor and accommodation 
for the site superintendent on the first floor. It has been much altered since, including 
through the infilling of the archway and office front door, and replacement of the front 
windows. Although built as the site entrance, the locally listed building long ago ceased to 
fulfil that function, while the rest of the original industrial complex it was built to serve has 
been demolished.  

 
2.4. The building has some historical interest as a minor work by the office of Albury and Brown, 

a local architectural firm that designed some notable buildings, some of which are now 
listed. However it is not known which architect designed No. 55. There is also some historical 
interest in its role as the entrance lodge and superintendent’s dwelling for the Electric 
Works, a local power station that was an important aspect of the town’s turn-of-the-century 
development. The building has a degree of architectural interest as an example of the 
‘Flemish Renaissance’ style’s influence on buildings of the 1890s and early 1900s.  

 
2.5. However the building’s local heritage value is limited mostly to the front façade while the 

other parts are plain and utilitarian. It has also been somewhat compromised by detracting 
modern alterations including the loss of the original lodge front entrance, infilling of the 
carriage arch, poor quality replacement windows and doors, the loss of key internal features, 
various accretions to the exterior, and the fire escape stair.  

 
2.6. Thus the significance of 55 Vastern Road is somewhat limited in comparison to other locally 

listed buildings in the Borough, including the example given in section 4.2.2 of the Heritage 
Statement: No. 3 Craven Road, which is a much more complete building associated with an 
identified and notable local architect. 
 

Scheme development during the pre-application process 

2.7. The proposal taken forward by the design team for initial pre-application consultation with 
the Council envisaged the loss of the locally listed building at 55 Vastern Road, to allow 
optimisation of the scheme’s wider public benefits. This proposal was discussed with the 
Council at a pre-application meeting on 21 November 2018, before the Initial Heritage 
Statement had been made available, and thus before the Council had seen meaningful 
consideration of the heritage issues.  Consequently the Council’s pre-application advice letter 
of 5 December 2018 reflected the conservation officer’s concern over the principle of 
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demolition of 55 Vastern Road, and advised that options for the locally listed building’s 
retention should be explored.  

 
2.8. Prior to the next pre-application discussion of heritage, the Initial Heritage Statement was 

issued for review by the Council’s conservation officer. At the second meeting on 29 January 
2019 the conservation officer agreed with our report’s assessment that the key part of the 
locally listed building in heritage terms was its front façade (see Annex A below). The officer 
also accepted that the rear parts behind the front façade were not of notable value.  
Notwithstanding his agreement on these points, the conservation officer noted that he was 
duty bound to object to the principle of demolition under Policy CS33 of the Local Plan. 
However, in line with paragraph 197 of the National Planning Policy Framework, he 
acknowledged that this objection could be overridden if the Council were to accept that the 
public benefits of the scheme as a whole outweighed the harm to heritage. (NB Policy CS33 
has now been replaced but the current policies EN1 and EN4 of the Local Plan 2019 have a 
similar effect as discussed in the Heritage Statement and also below.)   

 
2.9. At this second pre-application discussion the conservation officer also requested that the 

project team carry out further analysis, and advised that he would be prepared to look at 
façade retention or relocation of the street façade to another part of the scheme, alongside 
the demolition of the rest of the building, if it were practicable.   

 
2.10. Various options for retention of the locally listed building were explored more fully by the 

architects (as summarised on pp. 36-42 of the Design & Access Statement) before the next 
pre-application discussion on 27 March 2019. The Council’s response in their letter dated 11 
April 2019 (extract reproduced below as Annex B – for the full letter see document ref. 
10.36) welcomed the further study of these options but particularly the design intention to 
use the industrial history of the site as a theme for the new development.  

 
2.11. At this point in the design development process the scheme was reviewed by the Design 

Review Panel (Design South East) on 24 April 2019 (reproduced as Annex C below). The Panel 
commented that the site’s industrial past and power station concept should play a larger role 
in the new design, but also that the loss of the locally listed building was acceptable, terming 
it ‘a remnant lacking meaning’ (see top of p.6 of their report) in the wider proposals for the 
site’s redevelopment. 

 
2.12. Following these comments the scheme was significantly redesigned to enhance its response 

to the site’s past industrial history.  At the next pre-application meeting on 3 October 2019 
the Council received this change favourably, and their letter of 7 October (document ref. 
10.79) confirmed this would be appropriate in priniciple.  
 

2.13. At the later pre-application meetings the Council continued to accept that the demolition of 
the locally listed building could be acceptable, subject to the public benefits of the scheme as 
a whole being sufficient to outweigh the harm to heritage.  

 

Position at the end of pre-application discussions 

2.14. The final scheme submitted for the Application continued with the proposed loss of the 
locally listed building at 55 Vastern Road, in the context of a comprehensive redevelopment 
that provided a number of wider public benefits. These included potential heritage benefits 
arising from use of design approaches informed by the lost industrial architecture of the site. 
Such design cues would reflect the history of the wider site and its key role in the local 
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community during a period of significant urban expansion and renewal at the turn of the 20th 
century.  
 

2.15. I and the rest of the project team understood that the Council’s position following the pre-
application discussions reflected the Borough’s policy on locally listed buildings: they 
accepted that demolition of 55 Vastern Road could be permitted provided that the public 
benefits of the scheme were sufficient, when compared with the harm caused.   

 
2.16. During these discussions the Council did not confirm the weight they would attach to the 

harm caused by demolishing the locally listed building. Nor were they willing to confirm 
whether the public benefits of the proposed scheme were sufficient to outweigh this harm as 
part of the overall ‘planning balance’. Nonetheless it was clear following the pre-application 
meeting on 3 October 2019 (document ref. 10.79) that the Council’s officers welcomed the 
revised architectural approach to the scheme, which much more strongly referenced the 
industrial character of the site’s history, and that they seemed be likely to accept the 
proposals subject to the details of particular non-heritage aspects of the scheme.  

 

Points made in the Committee Report 

2.17. The Council’s conservation officer’s comments set out in section 4.1 of the Committee 
Report include the following relevant points:  
 

2.18. On the design of the new buildings, and wider heritage impacts:  
 
4.1.23 …  The design for these proposed buildings are considered to be good quality, and 
encompass a variety of local architectural motifs from the Victorian and Edwardian housing 
and industrial structures in the vicinity.  …  All of these features are well designed and 
harmonised and based on distinctive local features and would help to reduce the bulk and 
mass of these multi-storey blocks. 
 
4.1.30 … In conclusion, the bespoke design proposals are considered to be a good quality 
response to the historic context of the proposed development. Whilst the mass and scale of 
the buildings is extensive, the historic setting is not especially sensitive to change and the 
quality of the design would go some way to mitigate these impacts.  

 
2.19. On the discussion of alternative approaches to the locally listed building, and why these 

options were ultimately ruled out: 
 
4.1.29 As part of pre-application meeting it was recommended that options to retain the 
Locally Listed building were examined together with the re-directed pedestrian link-path. 
Façade retention was examined and a range of options for façade retention are illustrated in 
the Design and Access Statement (pp. 34-35 and pp. 40-43). These options were discounted 
due to the constraints of the site and instead the industrial heritage of the site has been used 
to inform the scheme design, to be branded as the “Old Power Station”.  
 

2.20. On the potential acceptability of demolition of the locally listed building:  
 

4.1.34 The proposed justification for the demolition of the locally listed building, therefore, 
rests on the benefit of the proposals in relation to the wider public benefits of the scheme 
against the heritage value of the non-designated heritage asset in the planning balance.  
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2.21. In regard to demolition and the ‘planning balance’ it is also worth noting the comments of 

the Reading Civic Society, presented in paragraph 1.16 of the Update Report, where they 
noted:  
 
The possibility of retaining the run of old buildings along Vastern Road, and the LLB, was 
explored extensively and repeatedly. We accepted that it was not practical to incorporate the 
old buildings on Vastern Road into a new building. With considerable reluctance we accepted 
that the overall benefits of the scheme outweighed the loss of the LLB 55 Vastern Road. 
 

2.22. Reading Civic Society also welcomed the new designs, in paragraph 1.11:   
 
Overall the Committee rated the final design very highly and felt it was one of the best we 
had seen for some time. We consider this to be a high-quality proposal which delivers 
significant housing benefits. 
 

2.23. The case officer’s assessment of the scheme in paragraphs 6.27-6.42 of the Committee 
Report contains the following relevant points:  
 

2.24. In paragraph 6.35 the case officer notes that the locally listed building is not merely 
‘’standard’ as might befit an industrial premises. It appears to have been a bespoke design, 
drawing from fashionable architectural styles…’. This relative importance and ‘showiness’ as 
the original entrance to the electric works was acknowledged in the Heritage Statement and 
taken into account during pre-application discussions. The case officer does not go on to 
discuss the various detracting alterations made to the building over time, including the loss 
of important features on its front elevation, which have somewhat diminished its overall 
significance. The case officer does, however, go on to acknowledge in paragraph 6.36 that ‘In 
terms of townscape value, the building has a more limited contribution’. 

 
2.25. In paragraph 6.41 the case officer states that in principle it might be possible for a scheme of 

sufficient merit in terms of design and layout to justify the loss of the locally listed building, 
but that with the current proposed scheme the public benefits ‘have not met the test of 
being substantial enough, sufficient to outweigh the loss of significance – which in this case is 
extremely harmful, the total loss of the building – so as to provide a convincing planning 
balance.’   

 
2.26. In respect of this quotation I would note that whilst the loss of the locally listed building does 

constitute the ‘total loss’ of the heritage asset, paragraph 197 of the National Planning Policy 
Framework requires us to consider the effect of an application on the significance of a non-
designated heritage asset, rather than its fabric.   Thus the actual ‘harm’ caused in heritage 
terms is proportionate not to the degree of physical loss – total though that may be – but to 
the degree of significance of the asset. In this case the locally listed building possesses some 
local historical and architectural interest, but this is relatively modest and does not, for 
instance, equate to the significance of other locally listed buildings in Reading that are more 
complete examples of architectural design and have been less detrimentally altered in the 
past. As noted in the Heritage Statement, the overall harm to significance caused by the loss 
of this building would be relatively limited. It follows that the harm caused by the loss of the 
building would itself be relatively limited, in absolute terms. 
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3.0 Outstanding heritage issue 
3.1. Following the pre-application discussions, it was understood that the only issue remaining 

was whether the Council accepted that the public benefits of the scheme were sufficient to 
outweigh the limited harm to heritage caused by the loss of the locally listed building.  

 
3.2. This issue is the same one noted by the Council’s conservation officer in the Committee 

Report (paragraph 4.1.34).   
 

3.3. I note that neither the Committee Report nor Reason for Refusal 5 state any objection to the 
Appellant’s assessment of the significance of the locally listed building (as contained within 
the Heritage Statement), nor to the conclusion that the degree of harm to heritage that 
would be caused by its loss would be limited.  
 

3.4. RfR 5 does contend that ‘The Proposal has failed to demonstrate adequately that retention 
and reuse of the building has been explored fully.’ However it is also worth noting that the 
Council’s conservation officer acknowledges in the Committee Report (4.1.29) that ‘a range 
of options’ were discussed but ‘were discounted due to the constraints of the site’. In addition 
the Reading Civic Society were also content that the reuse of the locally listed building was 
not practical despite the options being ‘explored extensively and repeatedly’ (Update Report 
paragraph 1.16). The options were indeed fully explored, as set out in the Design and Access 
Statement at pp 36-42. 
 

3.5. I therefore understand the essence of the remaining heritage objection is that the Council do 
not accept that the public benefits of the scheme as proposed outweigh the harm caused to 
heritage. 
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4.0 Assessment 
4.1. In summary, the Appellant’s position is that the public benefits of the scheme significantly 

outweigh the low degree of harm to heritage caused by the loss of the locally listed building.  
 
4.2. As noted above, the harm caused to heritage is fundamentally limited due to the relatively 

low significance of the locally listed building, which has also been much reduced through 
various detracting alterations over time and the loss of its historic setting including the main 
power station buildings to which it was ancillary. Indeed it was noted by the Council’s 
conservation officer during the pre-application process (see Annex A) that the remaining 
heritage value the building possesses relates essentially to its front façade.  

 
4.3. Set against this limited harm in the ‘planning balance’ are certain public benefits arising from 

the character of the new design, which might be considered to be heritage benefits. These 
include the scheme’s use of a distinctly industrial aesthetic in various parts of the new 
development, such as brickwork inspired by the stock brick of the original Electric Works 
buildings and the red brick of 55 Vastern Road, as well as by other industrial architecture of 
the period. The design’s considered inclusion of giant pilasters on the facades, metal 
cantilevered balconies, ‘industrial’ window forms and proportions, etc.,  and also the 
interpretative role of the signage and public realm features, do convey a sense of the site’s 
unique role in Reading’s history to a much better degree than the current buildings and 
features on the site. In these ways there are heritage benefits from the proposed design. 
Indeed the Council’s conservation officer and Reading Civic Society have stated their 
approval of the scheme’s design approach (see 2.18 and 2.22 above). 

 
4.4. Of still more weight in the ‘planning balance’, however, are the various non-heritage public 

benefits that are more fully described in other submissions. These include the provision of 
the north-south route between the railway station / town centre and the river crossing, the 
high quality design solution, the contribution to local housing supply, and so on.    

 
4.5. With respect to the relevant Local Plan Policy EN1, the key point is that this policy allows for 

the loss of locally listed buildings provided there is ‘clear and convincing justification, usually 
in the form of public benefits’.  Other parts of the Appellant’s submission have explained why 
it would not be possible to retain the locally listed building within a suitable scheme for the 
site, and have set out in more detail the public benefits referred to above. The Appellant’s 
case, supported by our heritage assessment, is that the public benefits clearly do outweigh 
the limited harm to heritage.  

 
4.6. Regarding Local Plan Policy EN4, this similarly allows for the loss of a locally listed building 

‘only where it can be demonstrated that the benefits of the development significantly 
outweigh the asset’s significance’. Therefore as noted above the public benefits of the 
scheme would allow permission to be granted under this policy.  This policy also notes that a 
‘Replacement building should draw upon heritage elements of the previous design, 
incorporating historical qualities that made the previous building significant.’  The new 
scheme is for a much larger site than just the locally listed building, and would fulfil this 
expectation by drawing upon this wider history of the Electric Works which in its heyday was 
of much more importance to Reading than the gate lodge at 55 Vastern Road on its own. 
Such an approach enhances understanding of the industrial heritage and communal value of 
the entire site and is thus a valid way of sustaining local heritage.  
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4.7. These Local Plan policies have weight according to their degree of consistency with the 
National Planning Policy Framework, and so paragraph 197 of the NPPF is also relevant here.  
That simply stipulates that ‘a balanced judgement will be required having regard to the scale 
of any harm or loss and the significance of the heritage asset.’ (Unlike Local Plan Policy EN4 
this does not require the benefits of the scheme to significantly outweigh the asset’s 
significance.) This returns us to the ‘planning balance’ which as noted above and in the 
submissions by others would clearly tilt in favour of the proposals. 
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5.0 Conclusion 
5.1. The Council’s Reason for Refusal 5 contends that ‘The proposal has failed to demonstrate 

adequately that retention and reuse of the building has been explored fully. In this regard, the 
benefits of the proposal are not considered to significantly outweigh the harm caused to the 
asset’s identified significance’.   
 

5.2. Contrary to the first sentence above, the Council’s conservation officer and the Reading Civic 
Society have both noted how the potential for reusing the locally listed building was 
considered in detail (see 2.19 and 2.21 above).  
 

5.3. Regarding the second sentence, my preceding statement has shown that the heritage value 
of the locally listed building is limited, whilst other submissions on behalf of the Appellant 
have shown that the public benefits of the proposed scheme are more than sufficient to 
outweigh the harm caused by its demolition.  

 
5.4. The two Local Plan policies cited in RfR 5 are EN1 and EN4, both of which allow for the 

demolition of 55 Vastern Road, provided that there are sufficient benefits to outweigh the 
harm in the context of a scheme that reflects the heritage of the site. Whilst Policy EN4 does 
provide that the benefits should ‘significantly outweigh’ the harm to significance, it should be 
remembered that this policy has weight in decision-making according to its degree of 
consistency with the NPPF (as noted for example in paragraph 213 of the NPPF).  
Consequently Policy EN4 should be applied in light of paragraph 197 of the NPPF, which 
requires simply a ‘balanced judgement’ rather than for the benefits to ‘significantly’ 
outweigh the harm.  

 
5.5. In conclusion, given the weight attached by others to the various public benefits of this 

scheme, and the relatively limited harm to heritage caused by the loss of the locally listed 
building, the proposed development would satisfy the local and national planning policy – 
when taken all together – relating to locally listed buildings.   
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6.0 Annex A  

 

Notes of the second pre-application meeting held on 29 January 2019 

(see also the RBC Pre-Application Response dated 15 February 2019 – document ref. 10.6) 

 
Pre-application meeting, 29 January 2019  -  notes on built heritage discussion 
 
Attending from Reading Borough Council: 
Jonathan Markwell -   principal planner 
John Mullis  -  conservation officer 
Sarah Hanson  -  landscape and trees officer 
 
Project team in attendance:  
Katy Walker – Berkeley 
Eve Ladden Timbers – Barton Willmore  
James Cook, Vince Prescott – Broadway Malyan 
Glen MacFarlane – MacFarlane Assocaites 
[unknown] – Peter Brett Associates 
James Weeks – BHC  
 
John Mullis 
 

John noted the assessment provided in the Initial Heritage Statement. He agreed that: 

• the key part for the Local Listing was the front façade; 

• the local listing ‘doesn’t really cover’ the interior; 

• the rear parts were not of notable value.  
 

Notwithstanding the above, he noted that due to the Locally Listed Building status under Local Plan 
policy CS33 he was duty-bound to object in principle to demolition. However he accepted that the 
public benefits of any scheme might override this objection under NPPF paragraph 197 if Jonathan 
Markwell was convinced of the wider scheme.  
 

John accepted that retention creates some potential issues but requested more work on the massing 
option that rose in height from east to west, to test knock-on impacts on Lynmouth Road dwellings. 
 

John’s preference is for the street façade of No. 55 to be retained.   
 

However John is ‘prepared to look at’ façade relocation / reuse.  We can talk this through with him 
further once we have explored the issues. If relocated, he would want the façade to be ‘part of the 
streetscene’, although he thought reuse in this way would pose practical difficulties. He was more 
sceptical that reusing individual elements in the new landscaping or buildings would be successful. 
 
Jonathan Markwell 
 

Jonathan is not yet ready to give a clear view on the likely balance of public benefits vs. harm. 
 

He offered various thoughts on the design of new-build elements [picked up by others].   
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7.0 Annex B  

 

Extract from the Council’s feedback from the third pre-application meeting 

held on 27 March 2019 

(the whole feedback letter, dated 11 April 2019, is reproduced as document ref. 10.36) 

 
Heritage – Loss of the Locally Listed Building 4  

It is a welcomed step that you have detailed the process of comparing various possible options for 

retention (in various forms), which then ultimately led you to your original conclusion that the locally 

listed building should be demolished. It is also noted you are seeking to incorporate echoes of 

‘industrial heritage’ throughout the proposed redevelopment scheme. Although officer concerns are 

still raised in relation to the loss of the locally listed building (as outlined in detail previously), this will 

ultimately form part of the future officer ‘planning balance’ at the time of the future planning 

application. It is therefore strongly advised that your justification at application stage for the 

demolition of the building is thorough and robust. Notwithstanding the above, the general design 

approach to encapsulate the industrial heritage of the site as a design theme is broadly welcomed. 
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8.0 Annex C  

 

Design Review Panel feedback from the meeting held on 24 April 2019 
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