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1.0 Introduction 
 
1.1. This Proof of Evidence relates to 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 existing 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, and was responsible for the Heritage 

Statement of November 2019 submitted with 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 pre-application discussions with Reading Borough 
Council. This involvement included attendance at several pre-application meetings to discuss 
heritage matters. 

 
1.5. I have already in my Appendix 18 to the Appellant’s Statement of Case addressed the 

matters raised in RfR 5 and in the Committee Report and Committee Report Update. This 
Proof of Evidence will not repeat my previous points but will provide further information on 
the following:   

• any implications of the revised National Planning Policy Framework (July 2021); 

• a response to points made in Reading Borough Council’s Statement of Case 
relating to the Locally Listed Building; 

• a response to points made by third parties and particularly the Reading 
Conservation Area Advisory Committee in their comments on the Appeal; 

• an overall summary of the evidence supporting the Appellant’s case against RfR 
5.  
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2.0 National Planning Policy Framework (July 2021) 

Changes to the NPPF relevant to the heritage issues 

2.1. Although the paragraph numbers for Chapter 16 Conserving and enhancing the historic 
environment have changed, none of the wording relevant to this Appeal has been altered.   

 
2.2. The old paragraphs 184-192 are now numbered 189-197. There is a new paragraph 198 

which covers statues, plaques, memorials and monuments and is not relevant to this Appeal. 
The old paragraphs 193-202 are now numbered 199-208.  

 
2.3. Thus the old paragraph 197 which related to non-designated heritage assets is now 

paragraph 203, and will be referred to as such below.  
 
2.4. These changes to the paragraph numbers should be borne in mind when reviewing the 

Heritage Statement and Appendix 18 to the Statement of Case.  
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3.0 Response to the Council’s Statement of Case 
 

3.1. I shall respond to the main points raised by the Council’s Statement of Case and its Appendix 
L (Heritage Statement of Case), under the headings below, with similar comments made at 
different points in those documents considered together. 

 

Significance of the Locally Listed Building 
 

3.2. The significance of the non-designated heritage asset is an important point, since the degree 
of significance it possesses has a direct bearing on the overall planning balance.  

 
3.3. I will deal with the main thrust of the Council’s position on significance first. Mr Edgar sets 

out in his conclusion in paragraph 4.2 his view that ‘In terms of National guidance and policy, 
the significance of the Heritage Asset, although not accepted by the Appellant, is high.’ As I 
explain below this statement is clearly and demonstrably incorrect, but it has been taken up 
by Mr Markwell in his Statement of Case where he reiterates in paragraph 6.72 that ‘the 
identified significance of the locally listed building is high’ before taking this conclusion 
forward into the planning balance. As a result the balancing exercise carried out by the 
Council is fundamentally flawed.  
 

3.4. My quite different assessment is that the subject building’s significance is essentially local in 
nature, and limited in absolute terms, as explained in the Application Heritage Statement 
and the Heritage Appendix to the Appellant’s Statement of Case.  To conclude that the 
subject building’s significance is ‘high’ without any qualification is insupportable.  To 
demonstrate this I would for instance note that local listing status identifies a building as a 
non-designated heritage asset, i.e. as a member of the lowest-value category of heritage 
significance recognised by the planning system, below all designated heritage assets such as 
listed buildings. This lesser significance is recognised in the NPPF which requires ‘great 
weight’ to be given to the conservation of designated heritage assets (paragraph 199), but 
with regard to non-designated assets requires only that a ‘balanced judgement’ be made 
when weighing harm against public benefits (paragraph 203). It is also clearly set out in 
Historic England’s Advice Note 7 Local Heritage Listing: Identifying and Conserving Local 
Heritage (Second Edition, 2021) which defines non-designated heritage assets as buildings 
‘having a degree of heritage significance meriting consideration in planning decisions but 
which do not meet the criteria for designated heritage assets’. This relatively low significance 
is also reflected in typical methodologies for Environmental Impact Assessment, derived inter 
alia from Appendix 3A of the ICOMOS Guidance on Heritage Impact Assessments for Cultural 
World Heritage Properties, where the ‘High Value’ category generally includes Grade I and 
Grade II* listed buildings, ‘Moderate Value’ includes Grade II listed buidings, and ‘Low Value’ 
includes locally listed buildings. The relatively low value of locally listed buildings in absolute 
terms reflects their lack of national significance, which helps to explain why Historic England 
does not normally wish to be involved in decisions affecting them. Their value is also 
reflected in the fact, discussed by Ms Cohen in her evidence, that the Appellant would be 
entitled to demolish the subject building under the GDPO (subject to applying to the Council 
for a determination as to whether the prior approval of the method of demolition and any 
proposed restoration of the site is required) as it is not statutorily listed and not in a 
conservation area. 
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3.5. Mr Edgar suggests in paragraph 3.14 that ‘the fact it is not Statutorily Listed is not a 
reflection of its significance’, and thus seems to imply that in his opinion the locally listed 
building should be added to the Statutory List.  In response to this I would first note that the 
proposals can only be determined on the basis of the existing situation, which is that the 
building is not statutorily listed. On the matter of whether it should be statutorily listed, the 
analysis of the building’s significance in sections 3.2 and 4.2.2 of the Application Heritage 
Statement (reproduced as Appendix 1 to this document) and my Heritage Appendix to the 
Appellant’s Statement of Case help to demonstrate why statutory listing is inappropriate in 
this instance, for reasons including the building’s modest level of interest when compared 
even to other Locally Listed Buildings that are themselves not on the Statutory List, the 
relatively late date for such a design, and the degree of alteration, etc.. The historic buildings 
in Reading were reviewed for potential additions to the Statutory List in the 1950s, and again 
during the re-survey of 1978 when industrial sites (such as the brewery buildings on Fobney 
Street) were considered and listed.1 Furthermore anyone with an interest in the matter – 
including the Council’s own conservation and design officers – would be free at any time to 
ask Historic England to consider the building for addition to the Statutory List, but to my 
knowledge no one has ventured to do so. This is consistent with the relatively low 
significance of the subject building, which is of some local but not national interest.  
 

3.6. As for the relative significance of the subject building in terms of Reading’s local listing 
criteria, it is instructive that the Council’s own notification letter that confirmed the local 
listing (26 May 2017), when defining its significance under the category ‘Social Importance – 
the Building or structure has played an influential role in the development of an area or the 
life of one of Reading’s communities’, stated that the evidence under this category was 
‘Unclear. Building thought to be connected to the electric works.’  Now in fact I believe it is 
reasonable to assume that the building was designed as the road entrance to the Electric 
Works, and so it has an association with a locally important site, but of course in this context 
the power generation shed(s) or the main chimney would have been of very much greater 
value as regards local listing. Those parts of the site – now demolished – would have had a 
much greater significance under the Social Importance criterion, and indeed also in terms of 
the Council’s local listing criteria in respect of Historic Interest and Group Value, and 
probably also Architectural Interest. To illustrate this point further, by contrast another 
building by Albury and Brown on the Local List, the Rising Sun Public House on Forbury Road 
(LL7), would much more easily satisfy the Social Importance criterion since it is the principal 
building relating to its site’s locally important function, rather than a secondary element that 
does not itself indicate the site’s original use. The Rising Sun’s architecture is very obviously 
that of a Victorian public house, which reinforces its architectural, historical and social values 
as a heritage asset. By contrast the subject building’s original street frontage, though of good 
quality, does not and never did illustrate the role of the site it served, which limits its 
significance.  
 

3.7. In subsequent paragraphs Mr Edgar makes a number of specific points, on some of which I 
will comment briefly as follows: 

 

• 3.16: ‘The LL8 buiding was of particular importance symbolically, being the entrance 

to the Electricity Power Station.’ 
 

 
1 Pers. comm. with Charles Wagner, former listing assessor with English Heritage. 
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o In fact the most symbolic buildings on the site were the principal chimney 

and the two large sheds that presumably contained boilers, turbines, 

dynamos, etc., which were readily visible from the site’s main open aspect 

along the river (which is also presumably where the coal was delivered). 

Along Vastern Road the locally listed building would certainly have been the 

most notable part of what was otherwise a very nondescript frontage, but its 

design was entirely generic of late 19th and early 20th century architecture 

and gave no indication of the particular function of the site behind. It could 

have been the entrance to a dairy, a school, a furniture warehouse or any 

number of other kinds of urban site. Its symbolic importance to the power 

station site must therefore be admitted to be minor at most.  

 

• 3.19: ‘the external envelope [of the locally listed building] is largely intact.’ 
 

o This is potentially misleading since there have been a number of detrimental 

alterations to the building over time, including: the loss of the original front 

entrance doorway in the projecting bay and the clumsy insertion here of a 

window; the replacement of the private front doorway with a firedoor and 

modern overlight; the loss of most of the original windows and their very 

unsympathetic replacement with uPVC; the infilling of the carriage opening 

on both sides; the insertion of a new doorway with concrete lintel in the rear 

flank facade; and the truncation of all three original chimneystacks. 

 

• 3.19: ‘There would be substantial harm to the total loss of the building…’ 
 

o In the context of assessing impacts on heritage assets the phrase ‘substantial 

harm’ has a particular meaning and is used very specifically in the NPPF only 

when referring to designated heritage assets, in the context of a proposed 

development having to include substantial public benefits (which is not the 

case here). It is very deliberately not used within the NPPF in relation to (less 

significant) non-designated heritage assets, and so to avoid any confusion it 

is important to note that the subject building does not possess enough 

significance to merit the use of this term in the formal sense of quantifying 

harm to a designated heritage heritage asset under the NPPF.  I would make 

the same point in relation to the similar reference in paragraph 3.31, and in 

paragraph 6.65 of Mr Markwell’s Statement of Case. 

 

• 3.20-3.21: discussion of the building’s style and thus its architectural interest.  
 

o It should be noted that in fact this building is a typical example of the ‘Free 

Style’ (as it was called in the 1890s) that was derived from an admixture of 

‘Flemish Renaissance’, ‘Queen Anne’ and other classically-influenced styles, 

and fed into the later Edwardian Baroque. It was characterised by an eclectic 

borrowing from several more conventional styles. By the 1890s it had  

become a common means of expression for architects across England, 
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especially for industrial, commercial and public buildings on urban sites. The 

subject building is not an early or unusual instance of this style. Indeed the 

architectural approach is not particularly local to Reading but reflects what 

was going on throughout the country around this time, when the railways 

and architectural press were aiding the spread of national styles. Thus the 

style of the front façade reflects Reading’s participation in the wider national 

urban growth and development of the late 19th and early 20th centuries, and 

notwithstanding that it was built by a local firm the frontage does not 

illustrate anything of specifically local character. Similarly its style and 

surviving detailing do not indicate the original use of the building, nor its 

geographical location, such as might carry some specifically local interest. 

 

• 3.22-3.25: attribution to F. W. Albury and discussion of other buildings by Albury and 

Brown, in terms of the site’s architectural interest. 
 

o I would note that the Application Heritage Statement is clear that Albury and 

Brown were prominent architects in the context of Reading’s late 19th and 

early 20th century development (see pages 2, 27 and 29). It is nonetheless 

correct to point out that to date there seems to be no actual proof that F. W. 

Albury designed the subject building himself. Given the good but entirely 

generic nature of the building’s front façade and its unremarkable other 

facades and interior, not to mention its humble size and original use, it 

would seem surprising to conclude that the most likely scenario was that 

Albury as a principal of this busy local practice, who also had other business 

interests, would have diverted himself onto this minor project for all the 

time required to carry out the design work. I accept that he might well have 

given general instructions to subordinates, and is likely to have reviewed the 

design.   

 

• 3.26-3.29: comments on the Appellant’s views on the significance of the NDHA. 
 

o Mr Edgar offers some criticism of the account of the site’s heritage interest 

presented on the Berkeley marketing website. I do not think it is for me to 

comment on marketing material and would note that the Appellant’s  

detailed consideration of the heritage issues is set out in my Heritage 

Statement. However it certainly is relevant to note that I have been involved 

in relation to this site since June 2017, and that the heritage baseline findings 

that featured in the Application Heritage Statement formed part of the 

team’s considerations from an early stage of the pre-application process and 

were borne in mind during design development. The constraints on the site’s 

development arising from the presence of the locally listed building were 

fully recognised by the project team, and were discussed with the Council’s 

officers at several pre-application meetings.  
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o At 3.28 Mr Edgar states that ‘the building’s setting has not, in fact, altered 

significantly’. I find this assertion insupportable inasmuch as:  
 

▪ The subject building was designed as the gateway from Vastern Road 

to an industrial site dominated by the coal yard, large sheds, tall 

chimney, etc. of the Electric Works. These main buildings illustrated 

the raison d’etre of the site which the gatehouse served, but they 

have now entirely disappeared.   
 

▪ To the east, the subject building was designed with a blank party wall 

consistent with a continuous street frontage, but the shed erected 

against it  was demolished several decades ago to allow for a 

roadway that rendered the gatehouse’s original arched entrance 

obsolete. (The shed is shown in the Heritage Statement on the site 

plan of 1932 (p.6) and the aerial photo of 1948 (pp.7-9) as well as the 

OS map of 1957 (p.10). It is no longer shown on the OS map of 1962-

72.)  
 

▪ On the other (west) side a large modern building has been built 

across the rear yard behind the former skating rink.  
 

▪ To the rear the former coal yard has been replaced by a large fenced 

substation.  
 

▪ To the front the former railway sidings have been replaced by 

modern buildings and surface car parking and appear in line soon to 

be redeveloped again.   
 

▪ In fact, the only part of the building’s near setting that has not 

changed beyond all recognition is the street frontage of the building 

adjoining to the west. This building’s frontage is entirely unrelated in 

style to the locally listed building. It is also not functionally related to 

the subject building’s original role as a lodge and entrance: it 

appears from the SSE Archive to have been used as a warehouse by 

the Reading Electric Supply Company soon after construction in 

1905, though by 1910 it housed a roller-skating rink and a few years 

later it was a food store, and then workshops and warehousing, 

before becoming a furniture depository for Arthur Newbery in 1928.  

 

• 3.30: significance / status of the subject building as a non-designated asset. 
 

o I would disagree with this paragraph insofar as the significance of the subject 

building appears to be a matter of contention as I have discussed above. It is 

the status of the subject building as a non-designated heritage asset that is 

an area of agreement in this Appeal. I would note that the local listing 

identifies the building as a non-designated heritage asset but does not define 
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in detail its significance, which has however been considered through the 

planning process.  

Retention / re-use of the building   

3.8. Mr Taylor considers options for the retention/reuse of the building in his evidence. However, 
I wish to comment on façade retention. Mr Edgar considers the possibility of options for 
partial or façade retention from paragraph 3.48 onwards. The detailed consideration of this 
in the wider context is covered by Mr Taylor in his evidence, but in terms of heritage issues 
there are several points to note. Firstly, façade retention would likely reduce the overall 
harm to the locally listed building, but this would be in the context of total loss causing an 
already low level of harm in absolute terms. Thus although there would be a reduction in 
harm, this does not appear likely to have a particularly great impact on the planning balance. 
At the same time, a façade retention approach would still lose much of the meaning of the 
building through removing its layout and massing within the site, whilst as Mr Taylor explains 
in his evidence it would compromise the potential public benefits of the new development.  
 

3.9. Mr Edgar suggests the example of the Great Expectations public house on London Street as a 
successful precedent for 55 Vastern Road. However there are some very pertinent 
differences between the two sites. Notably the Great Expectations is a Grade II listed 
building, and so under paragraph 199 of the NPPF ‘great weight’ has to be given to its 
conservation as part of the planning process, in contrast to the simple ‘balanced judgement’ 
for non-designated assets under paragraph 203. (In this context it is interesting that Reading 
Borough Council were content to allow the loss of the main part of what was a theatre in 
which Dickens famously read the Pickwick Papers, and which surely had much greater 
communal and local value than 55 Vastern Road.) In addition, the Great Expectations has a 
façade of notably greater design and heritage value than the subject building, and 
furthermore it is a key façade in the historic streetscape within a conservation area, so plays 
a notable visual role that merits preservation. This is in contrast to the lower value and lesser 
role of the subject building, which is not listed, not in a conservation area, and does not have 
group value in the streetscape. Also it is worthy of note that the Great Expectations is a four 
storey facade and the modern redevelopment was of a similar scale, hence the old and the 
new appear to be capable of coexisting without one notably compromising the other. 
Whereas, as Mr Taylor explains, the low height of the subject building helps to make façade 
retention within the proposed taller scheme much more problematic.  
   

The requirement for the scheme’s benefits to significantly outweigh 

the harm to heritage 

3.10. Part of Reason for Refusal 5 states that ‘the benefits of the proposal are not considered to 
significantly outweigh the harm caused to the asset’s identified significance’, and goes on to 
suggest the development is contrary to local policy and the NPPF.  I have demonstrated 
above and in previous statements how the Council have attributed much too much 
significance to the locally listed building. I would also reiterate the point made in paragraph 
4.7 of my Heritage Appendix to the Appellant’s Statement of Case, that the Council’s wording 
of RfR 5 wrongly refers to the NPPF in support of the Council’s conclusion. In fact the NPPF 
(as amended, 2021) does not support the Council’s view that the scheme’s benefits should 
‘significantly’ outweigh the harm to the heritage asset’s significance. Paragraph 203 of the 
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NPPF simply requires the effect of the application on the non-designated asset’s significance 
to be ‘taken into account’, employing a ‘balanced judgement’.    
 

3.11. Further to this important point, paragraph 219 of the NPPF (2021) directs that local authority 
policies should be given due weight ‘according to their degree of consistency with this 
Framework (the closer the policies in the plan to the policies in the Framework, the greater 
the weight that may be given).’  Thus the weight given to the Local Plan policy should be 
greatly reduced because it does not comply with the NPPF. Therefore, it is appropriate to 
follow the NPPF’s approach to weighing benefits against harm to significance using a simple 
‘balanced judgement’.  
 

Benefits of the proposed scheme (including the design) 

3.12. These matters are dealt with in the evidence of other experts.  
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4.0 Response to other parties’ objections 
 
4.1  I have reviewed the various comments from third parties displayed on the Reading Borough 

Council web pages relating to this Appeal. For the most part any heritage objections raised in 
these comments have been suitably addressed in the Heritage Statement, my Appendix to 
the Appellant’s Statement of Case, and this Evidence. 

 
4.2  With regard to the comments submitted on 30 July 2021 by Evelyn Williams in the name of 

the Reading Conservation Area Advisory Committee, the points concerning the relative 
importance of the locally listed building as a remnant of the industrial history of the Electric 
Works, and the presumed authorship of F. W. Albury, are covered in my responses on these 
topics given in paragraphs 3.2-3.7 above, in sections 3.2 and 4.2 of the Application Heritage 
Statement and Section 2 of the Heritage Appendix to the Appellant’s Statement of Case.  

 
4.3  With regard to the other point made at item 1.4, the Appeal decision to refuse consent for 

demolition of the locally listed Dowsons maltings (APP/E0345/W/20/3263270) does not 
appear to form a relevant precedent for this case.   One of the Council’s reasons for refusal 
was that the development offered insufficient public benefits to outweigh the harm caused 
to heritage by the loss of the locally listed building. However each application has its own 
complexities and has to be considered on its own merits. On review it appears that the 
significance of the Dowsons maltings building is rather greater than 55 Vastern Road, in 
terms of its architectural and historic interest, not least as its surviving fabric has clear 
industrial interest since its appearance is illustrative of the site’s original function – 
something that is not the case in our subject building. There is also the matter of the group 
value of Dowsons maltings with the other surviving parts of the complex, where its loss 
would have a significant negative impact upon the wider group of non-designated heritage 
assets and upon an ability to understand the history of brewing as an important industry in 
Reading. Then there are of course the various respective public benefits of the schemes and 
other matters affecting design development that are for others to consider. Overall, though, 
the Dowsons maltings decision simply underscores that there needs to be a proper 
consideration of the balance of significance and public benefits in each specific case.  
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5.0 Summary 
 
5.1  To provide a balanced account this section summarises all my evidence previously submitted 

along with the contents of this Proof of Evidence.   
 
5.2   The key part of the Council’s Reason for Refusal 5 stated:  

 
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. 

 
The first of these points, concerning retention and reuse, is mainly covered by the evidence 
of Mr Taylor. The non-heritage benefits of the proposal are dealt with in the eivdence of Mr 
Taylor and Ms Cohen.  My evidence principally concerns the significance of the non-
designated heritage asset, and thus the degree of harm caused to heritage by the scheme. I 
also discuss relevant aspects of whether the public benefits of the scheme outweigh – or 
significantly outweigh – this harm.  

 

Significance of the locally listed building 

5.3 From the start of my involvement in the project the wider team recognised the need to 
understand the heritage value of the site, and particularly the locally listed building, to help 
devise an appropriate scheme and determine whether demolition would be justified. 

 
5.4  The locally listed building appears to have been constructed around the turn of the century 

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. The building 
formed the main road entrance for the first few decades, but by 1970 it had been bypassed 
by a new roadway to the east (as shown in the background to photographs of the main 
chimney being demolished).    

 
5.5  The building has some historical interest as a minor work attributed to the office of Albury 

and Brown, a local architectural firm that designed some notable buildings, some of which 
are now listed. Notwithstanding this attribution, the known evidence does not confirm which 
architect within the practice actually designed No. 55.  

 
5.6  The building has a degree of architectural interest as an example of the nationwide ‘Free 

Style’ influence on buildings of the 1890s and early 1900s.  The Council have noted the 
surviving original parts of the façade are of good quality materials, well used in a ‘bespoke’ 
design in contract to the more usual speculative builder’s work. This is fully acknowledged in 
the Heritage Statement and was one of the aspects of significance discussed at pre-
application stage.   

 
5.7  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 was not however one of the more 
important parts of the site.  

 



 
 

 
  12 

Built Heritage 

 
55 Vastern Road, Reading  –  Heritage Proof of Evidence 

 

Consultancy 

 

5.8  In terms of social interest (or communal value) the building’s form illustrates its original role 
as a gatehouse to a larger site; however its architecture does not indicate what type of site 
this was. The rest of the original Electric Works, including the generation sheds and 
prominent chimneystack which demonstrated this site’s importance to Reading’s 
development, has been demolished. The building’s social interest as a reminder of the 
Electric Works is consequently very limited indeed. 

 
5.9  The building’s local heritage value is limited mostly to the front façade since the other parts 

are plain and utilitarian. The whole building, particularly the front façade, has also been 
somewhat compromised by detracting modern alterations including the clumsy window 
conversion of the original front entrance in the projecting bay, the poor quality replacement 
of the private front doorway, the infilling of the carriage arch, poor quality replacement 
windows, the loss of chimneystacks and key internal features, various accretions to the 
exterior, and the fire escape stair.  

 
5.10 As to the locally listed building’s setting, I have explained in paragraph 6.7 above how this is 

largely unrecognisable from its historic character. The various parts of the Electric Works to 
the north that were the crucial part of the gatehouse’s setting have all disappeared, as has its 
wider original setting to the east and south. Only the adjoining building to the west remains, 
possibly originally part of the Works but visually unrelated and in third party uses from at 
least 1910.  

 

Overall assessment of significance 

5.11  The subject building has local heritage value mainly derived from its good quality early 20th 
century facade, by a noted local practice, reflecting a time when Reading was undergoing 
expansion and change. Its heritage value is mainly architectural and historical, relating 
mostly to the front façade although its gate lodge form is also illustrative of its function. The 
style and workmanship of the façade reflect the generally high quality of such buildings in 
affluent towns in the Edwardian period, rather than having a specifically local character and 
interest.  Its social importance is very limited as its connection to the lost Electric Works is 
not visibly apparent.  Various alterations detract, although its original character can still be 
understood.  

 
5.12  Due to the building’s surviving fabric, and history as part of the Electric Works, it can be 

judged to meet several of the Council’s criteria for local listing. Being on the Local List 
confirms the subject building’s status as a non-designated heritage asset, and means that in 
determining any planning application the relevant national and local policies on such assets 
apply. A key factor when applying these policies is the degree of significance that the 
heritage asset possesses, and in this respect it is notable that as a locally listed building the 
subject building’s significance in absolute terms is not ‘high’ as Mr Edgar contends, but 
limited, as I explain in paragraphs 3.2-3.7 above. Furthermore, when considering the subject 
building’s significance in detail it is clear that it does not possess as much heritage value as 
some other locally listed buildings within the Borough, as I have explained in paragraphs 3.6-
3.7 above and section 4.2.2 of the Heritage Statement.  

 
5.13  Overall therefore the subject building must be held to have a local significance but at a 

relatively low level. 
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Pre-application, and Consideration of Retention / Reuse 

5.14  Paragraphs 2.7 to 2.16 of my Heritage Appendix to the Statement of Case summarise the 
relevant pre-application discussions. During these the building’s significance was explored, as 
was the issue of potential demolition or facade retention. At the request of the Council’s 
conservation advisor the team also carried out further analysis of potential alternatives to 
demolition. The Committee Report notes his acknowledgement that ‘a range of options’ 
were discussed but ‘were discounted due to the constraints of the site’ (4.1.29), whilst the 
Reading Civic Society noted (paragraph 1.16 of the Committee Report Update) this topic ‘was 
explored extensively and repeatedly’.   

 
5.15  During the pre-application process the Council’s conservation advisor stated that the front 

façade was the key aspect of the building’s significance. He also noted that the local policy 
resisting demolition could be overcome if the benefits of the scheme were sufficient. The 
Design Review Panel also reviewed the proposals, noting that the locally listed building was 
‘a remnant lacking meaning’ (p.6 of their report) and supporting the scheme’s general 
approach. 

 
5.16  The final scheme submitted for the Application included potential heritage benefits arising 

from the lost industrial architecture of the site forming an inspiration for the design. This 
approach was intended to reflect the history of the Electric Works and its key role in the local 
community during a period of significant urban expansion and renewal at the turn of the 
20th century.  

 
5.17  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, and seemed likely to accept the proposals subject to the 
details of particular non-heritage aspects of the scheme. 

 
5.18  The positive reception of the scheme at this point in the process is reflected in a number of 

comments quoted in the Committee Report / Committee Report Update and highlighted in 
my Heritage Appendix (paragraphs 2.17-2.22).  

 
5.19  Mr Edgar has suggested it is worth reconsidering façade retention, however as noted above 

this has previously been explored at length and discounted. In addition, the significance of 
the subject building and the wider context of the site and scheme are very different to the 
Great Expectations site he refers to as a potential exemplar, as I have explained in paragraph 
3.9 above. 

 

Assessment of harm and benefits 

5.20  Since the overall heritage significance of the subject building is limited and low in absolute 
terms, the harm caused by its loss would itself be low. This harm to Reading’s historic 
environment would be mitigated to some degree, though not removed altogether, by the 
scheme’s various references to the historic function and character of the site as the town’s 
Electric Works, which would make the history of the site and its importance more readily 
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appreciable than it currently is. These aspects of the scheme can be regarded as heritage 
benefits, although taking these into account some harm to heritage would still remain. This 
residual harm would be low in absolute terms.   

 
5.21  In terms of national policy within the NPPF, paragraph 203 requires the decision taker to take 

into account the scale of harm resulting from the total loss of the non-designated heritage 
asset’s significance, as part of the ‘balanced judgement’ on whether the harm is outweighed 
by the scheme’s benefits. My evidence has set out why this harm would be at the low end of 
the scale, due to the asset’s limited and local significance. The public benefits set against this 
low degree of harm are various, and summarised by Ms Cohen, who notes that they justify 
the loss of the locally listed building. The scheme therefore passes the test set out in the 
NPPF.   

 
5.22  Turning to the Local Plan, the requirement of Policy EN1 and particularly the requirement in 

Policy EN4 that the benefits of the scheme should ‘significantly outweigh’ the harm to 
significance would also be met, for the same reasons as I have just noted for the NPPF.  

 

Conclusion regarding Reason for Refusal 5 

5.23  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.   

 
5.24  In fact, with regard to the first sentence quoted, I have shown at 5.14 above that the 

Committee Report notes how the retention and reuse of the building was explored in great 
detail with the Council and other stakeholders including the Reading Civic Society. Mr 
Taylor’s evidence provides further refutation of this part of RfR 5.  

 
5.25  Regarding the second sentence, the harm caused to the locally listed building’s significance 

would be low in absolute terms, and significantly outweighed by the public benefits of the 
scheme as Ms Cohen describes. 

 
5.26  Notwithstanding this, it is in fact clear that the scheme’s benefits are not required to 

‘significantly outweigh’ the harm to significance, since paragraph 219 of the NPPF states that 
due weight should be given to Local Plan policies, ‘according to their degree of consistency 
with this Framework (the closer the policies in the plan to the policies in the Framework, the 
greater the weight that may be given).’ Therefore it is clear that the proper requirement is 
simply for the public benefits to outweigh the harm to significance, and my evidence 
together with that of Mr Taylor and Ms Cohen clearly demonstrates that they do. 
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6.0 Appendix 1: Application Heritage Statement 

 
This is provided as a separate document.   
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