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1.0 INTRODUCTION 

1.1 My name is Patrick Harvey Clark and I am an Associate Landscape Planner in the specialist 

Landscape Planning and Design group of Barton Willmore LLP Chartered Architects, Town 

Planners and Environmental Consultants (BW). I work on landscape and townscape projects 

throughout the United Kingdom. 

1.2 I hold a Master of Arts in Landscape Architecture from the University of Greenwich. I am a 
Chartered Member of the Landscape Institute. 

1.3 I have over 12 years’ professional experience in landscape planning and design. I have 

provided professional advice in relation to a wide variety of developments throughout the UK 

in the form of landscape and townscape and visual impact assessment; and strategic 

landscape design. These developments include both small and strategic-scale residential, 

commercial, industrial, infrastructure, power generation and transport schemes for local 

authorities, public and private companies. I have dealt with sites within and adjoining Areas 

of Outstanding Natural Beauty, National Parks, Green Belt and local landscape designations.  

Background and Scope 

1.4 BW were commissioned by Berkeley Homes Oxford and Chiltern (‘the Appellant’) in January 

2019 to provide independent professional townscape and visual advice in relation to the re-

development of the existing car parking and office uses of land at 55 Vastern Road, Reading 

(‘the Appeal Site’) for residential and public realm uses (‘the Proposed Development’). BW 

prepared a Townscape and Visual Impact Assessment (TVIA) (CD 1.136) and Addendum 

with Cumulative Photomontages (CD 1.137) to accompany the submission of the application 

for the Proposed Development. I oversaw the preparation of the TVIA and Addendum. 

1.5 Further description and illustration of the design approach is set out in the submitted 
package of information, notably the Design and Access Statement (DAS) (CD 1.119) and 

Addendum (CD 1.120), built form plans and elevations, and landscape design plans 

(BHOC.448.LA.101E Landscape General Arrangement (CD 1.74); and BHOC.448.LA.102F 

Planting Framework Plan (CD 1.75)). 

1.6 The scope of the TVIA was informed by pre-submission dialogue with Reading Borough 

Council (‘the Council’)’s Planning Officer, which included agreement of the representative 

viewpoints to be used for assessment of the visual baseline and of the visual effects of the 

Proposed Development (as set out in the Statement of Common Ground). 
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1.7 The application was refused by the Council, in a decision notice dated 9th April 2021 (CD 

2.4). Reasons for Refusal (RFRs) 1, 2 and 3 (of seven) are of relevance to townscape and 

visual matters and refer to (among other points): 

• Directness concerns in relation to the proposed north-south link, which I consider in 

terms of a visual link (the evidence of Mr Taylor relates to other aspects of the north-

south link). 

• Harm to the setting and character of the Thames Path and the River Thames. 

• Insufficient space within the riverside buffer for a sustainable long-term relationship 

between the riverside buildings and ‘required’ large canopy trees. 

1.8 My evidence will primarily address RFR 2, with further reference to the relevant aspects of 

RFRs 1 and 3.  

1.9 I do not repeat in full the information provided in my Statement of Case (May 2021) relating 

to this appeal but summarise key points in this Proof of Evidence and make reference to the 
submitted TVIA and my Statement of Case, among other documents, as relevant. This Proof 

of Evidence should be read in conjunction with the submitted TVIA and my Statement of 

Case. 

1.10 My Proof of Evidence primarily reflects my consideration of points raised in the updated NPPF 

(July 2021), the Council’s Statement of Case (August 2021) and Rule 6 Party Statement of 

case (August 2021) and is set out to respond to these documents in this sequence. 

1.11 The evidence which I have prepared and provide for this Appeal in this Proof of Evidence has 

been prepared and is given in accordance with the guidance of my professional institution. I 

confirm that the opinions expressed are my true professional opinions. 

1.12 My evidence should be read in conjunction with that of the other witnesses acting on behalf 

of the Appellant, notably that of Mr Dave Taylor of Berkeley Homes Oxford and Chiltern, who 

deals with design matters; Mr Iain Corbyn of EcoConsult, who deals with ecological matters; 

and Mrs Kim Cohen of Barton Willmore, who deals with planning and policy matters. 



 

28876/A5/PC PoE 3 September 2021 

2.0 NATIONAL PLANNING POLICY FRAMEWORK (JULY 2021) 

2.1 I note that the Council did not reference the National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) in 

RFRs 1 and 2 but, for completeness, I have considered below the updates to the NPPF and 

the response of the Proposed Development to them. 

2.2 Paragraphs 92b and 106d of the updated NPPF note the need for ‘attractive’ routes. From a 

townscape and visual perspective the proposed routes north-south through the scheme and 
the enhancement of the existing east-west route along the river (as shown in the Design and 

Access Statement pages 60-91) would both be ‘attractive’, in that they would literally attract 

attention and movement through the quality of surfacing and adjacent planting, as well as 

the positive and visually interesting frontages of adjacent built form which form focal points 

and flanking elements along the routes. 

2.3 Para 126 refers to the need for beautiful buildings and places. In townscape and visual 

terms, ‘beautiful’ here means not only the visual interest and appeal of the built forms and 

landscape design, but also consideration of, and contribution to, locally distinctive character. 
As is set out in the Building Better Building Beautiful Commission report which influenced the 

NPPF revisions: ‘W hat  peop le  w ant  i s  bu i l d ings  tha t  r ef l ec t  t he h i s t ory , charact er  and  
iden t i t y  o f  t he i r  com m un i t y  and  tha t  be long  i n  t he i r  su r round ings: som ew here, not  
anyw here.’ 1. Key ways in which the Proposed Development responds positively in this 

respect are: 

• Reflecting the distinctive industrial history and identity of the Appeal Site in the built 

form design. 

• Providing a transition between the much higher intensity of the evolving town centre 

to the south and the riverside and suburban character to the north, mindful that this 

location is where the River Thames, which elsewhere extends alongside suburban 

villas and gardens and watermeadows, meets the intensity of the centre of a major 

urban area and communication hub. The location is therefore worthy of substantial 

built form to mark this notable interface. 

• As part of this transition, providing a distinct and more leisurely character at the 

riverside, through the glazed rooftop pavilions in the riverside blocks; riverside/bridge 

landing public realm with café; and extensive tiered riverside planting. 

• Reflecting the well-established pattern in Reading of taller buildings signposting 

bridging points of watercourses. 

• Reflecting in the north-south link the historic development of key routes through 

Reading which, like many other successful routes through urban areas, do not rely on 
 

1 ‘Living with Beauty’, Building Better Building Beautiful Commission, January 2020, p.22 
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long, straight axial corridors but instead provide short and/or curving visual corridors, 

providing a sequence of focal points that invite progression along the route. 

2.4 Paragraph 131 refers to the contribution of trees to the character and quality of urban 
environments and in particular that new streets are tree-lined. The Proposed Development 

would result in not only the provision of a new tree-lined route (north-south) but also the 

enhancement of the existing east-west Thames Path by providing new trees to line that 

route. 

2.5 Trees are also incorporated elsewhere in the Proposed Development and overall, the 

Proposed Development would provide substantial gain in terms of the quantity and character 

of vegetation within the Appeal Site. Long-term maintenance of this planting can readily be 

secured by an appropriately-worded condition. The Proposed Development balances provision 

of significant canopy-level vegetation with the need to avoid future conflict between trees 
and buildings. 

2.6 In relation to the references given in the updated NPPF to the National Design Guide (also 

referenced in Mr Doyle’s paragraph 3.6.4), I note that the TVIA considers the Characteristics 

of Well-Design Places in paragraphs 2.43 and 6.58. In summary, I consider that the Proposed 

Development would respond fully and positively to these Characteristics, notably in respect 

of: Context, by creating a strong sense of place as part of the evolving relationship of the 

intensely developed town centre with the River Thames; Identity, by reinforcing this 

relationship and through reference to the industrial heritage of the Appeal Site; and Nature 
and Public Spaces, by introducing a new series of landscaped routes and areas of public 

access, linking the town centre with the riverside. 



 

28876/A5/PC PoE 5 September 2021 

3.0 RESPONSE TO COUNCIL’S STATEMENT OF CASE 

3.1 I respond to the Council’s Statement of Case below, with particular reference to the 

commentary of Mr Michael Doyle of Doyle Design LLP in Appendix G of the Council’s 

Statement of Case. 

Reason for Refusal 1 

3.2 I consider below the visual aspects of the ‘directness’ of the north-south link, as referred to 
in RFR1. 

3.3 First, I consider what are intended to be the focal points of the visual link along the north-

south link, as the Council’s policy, guidance and evidence to this inquiry present a range of 

possibilities. 

3.4 Second, I consider the feasibility of visual links to this range of possible focal points, 

(including reference to the evidence of Mr Taylor, where relevant). 

3.5 Finally, I summarise the points made in my SoC about the lack of need for such a visual link. 

Focal points of the visual link 

3.6 I note that the Reading Station Area Framework (RSAF) (2010) (CD 6.3) paragraph 7.10 

seeks ‘ v i ew s a long t he d i rect  no r th -sou th  l i nk , betw een the  S ta t ion  and  the  
Tham es, w here  there shou ld  be an  unbroken  l ine  o f  s i gh t .’  However, the 

supplementary notes on the identified viewpoints 62 (‘S ta t i on  Square l ook ing no r th ’ ) and 

viewpoint 63 (‘new  pub l i c  space  on  Tham es, look ing  sou th ’ ) are unclear as to precisely 

what the focal points of the lines of sight should be.  

3.7 Local Plan (2019) Policy CR11G referring to the allocation of the Appeal Site, refers to a 

‘g reen  l i nk  f rom  the  nor t h  o f  t he s t a t i on  t o  t he  Chr i s t church  B r idge ’  but makes no 

reference at all to visual links; and the supporting text in paragraph 5.4.6 of the Local Plan 
only mentions them as a possibility rather than a requirement: ‘ i f  v i sua l  l in k s  a re  a l so  
prov ided… ’ . This appears to suggest that the practical challenges of attempting to deliver 

such a link (as described in my Statement of Case paragraphs 7.5 and 7.6 and detailed 

further below) have been realised by the Council over the course of the near-decade between 

publication of RSAF and the Local Plan. Furthermore, paragraph 4.45 of the Committee 

Report (CD 2.1) acknowledges the obstacle to the visual link provided by the unavailability 

for redevelopment of the SSE substation in concluding that: 
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 ‘A consequence of the subdivision of the site is that it appears 
that a single visual link from the Station to the Thames would 
be very difficult to achieve.’ 

3.8 Paragraph 4.5 of the Committee Report goes on to note a second scenario of visual focal 
points, that: 

 ‘However, even if this is not achievable in full, efforts should 
certainly be made to keep visual fragmentation of the route to 
an absolute minimum.’ 

3.9 The commentary in paragraph 4.45 of the Committee Report goes on to describe ‘a t  l eas t  
t h ree “ v i sua l  s t ages” ’  of the proposed route and concludes in paragraph 4.46 that: 

 ‘…for the route to be successful, the visual links should be as 
clear and direct as possible. Without such links, the route will 
be less attractive and therefore less successful.’ 

3.10 This directly contradicts the advice of Design South-East (DSE) (Statement of Common 

Ground, Appendix C) which, as set out in paragraph 7.16 of my Statement of Case, noted 
that the public realm ‘ shou ld  be  conce i ved  a l so  as  a  sequence o f  spaces . W e env isage  
a t  l eas t  t h ree  spaces… ’  I note that the Committee Report omitted to mention this 

commentary from DSE. 

3.11 Mr Doyle notes in his paragraph 2.12.2 that the visual link required by RSAF is to the Thames 

and not to Christchurch Bridge. Mr Doyle also includes the scenario of minimised ‘ sh i f t s  i n  
the  l i ne  o f  s igh t ’  in his paragraph 2.16.11. 

3.12 However, Mr Doyle’s paragraph 2.16.1 then suggests the need for a visual connection 

between ‘h igh-dens i t y  r es iden t ia l  deve lopm ent  i n  the  cen t ra l  a rea  and  t he  s t a t i on  
a rea  w i th  r i v ers i de  am en i t y  space ’ . On this basis, it appears to be the riverside public 

realm which is the suggested focal point. 

3.13 Mr Doyle’s paragraph 2.19.4 then introduces the notion of visibility towards Christchurch 

Bridge in stating that: 

 ‘…the most appropriate feature that would ‘draw your eye 
along into the scheme’ would, of course, be a clear, 
unobstructed view towards the riverside - and possibly also the 
mast of Christchurch Bridge revealed at the earliest opportunity 
on entering the site from Vastern Road.’ 

3.14 Mr Doyle’s paragraph 2.11.6 also suggests Christchurch Bridge is the focal point by stating 

that: 
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 ‘A direct route is required so that foot and cycle traffic crossing 
the Thames will be naturally drawn towards Christchurch 
Bridge along a route they will follow intuitively and almost 
automatically.’ 

3.15 Mr Doyle’s paragraph 3.14.7 emphasises this point by stating that: 

 ‘In my view, the bridge is the gateway and the landmark of 
greatest significance. The Appeal Scheme's height, mass, open 
space configuration, and riverside setbacks should complement 
and not compete with the bridge. Of course, in the argument 
made elsewhere in my statement, legibility would be 
substantially improved if the scheme retained views of the 
bridge as a landmark and gateway from Vastern Road.’ 

3.16 Mr Doyle also refers in paragraph 2.16.1, point 2, to ‘v i ew s  ou t  t o  su r round ing greenery ’  
and in point 3, to undefined focal points that would ‘b reak  dow n  the bar r ie r  o f  t he I DR  
and  Vast ern  Road ’ . 

3.17 In summary, Mr Doyle’s inconsistency underlines the Council’s confused position in terms of 

what they actually consider should be the focal point of the ‘direct visual link’ looking north. 

The Council offer a range of possible focal points, including the river itself; a route with as 
limited visual stages to the river as possible; riverside public realm, Christchurch Bridge; and 

‘surrounding greenery’. Notably, the allocation for development of the Appeal Site, Policy 

CR11G of the 2019 Local Plan, does not require visual links to any of the possible focal 

points. I take this to reflect a recognition of the difficulty of achieving these visual links, 

which I consider further below. 

Feasibility of direct visual link 

Visual link to the River Thames 

3.18 As demonstrated in my Statement of Case (including in Figure 13), inevitably there is limited 
visibility of the level plane of the River Thames across a level landform. As a result, the 

watercourse cannot readily be glimpsed from over approximately 100m. Therefore, the policy 

requirement for such a view of the Thames from Station Square is not deliverable in reality.  

3.19 Furthermore, views to the Thames from anywhere along the direction of View 62 shown in 

RSAF figure 7.2 would include the extensive swathe of slats forming the balustrade of the 

bridge steps (as are visible in Appeal Site Context Photograph 6, right hand side and 

Riverside Character Photograph 1).  

3.20 In addition, build-up to achieve the level change to provide a linkage with Christchurch 
Bridge would inevitably provide further interruption in such a view (as would also be 

applicable in Mr Doyle’s proposed alternative layouts at his Figures 12-15).  
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3.21 Provision of planting within the new riverside public realm, lying as it does on a priority area 

for tree planting in accordance with the Tree Strategy; and planting required by along the 

landscaped/green link Policy CR11 and by NPPF policy for tree-lined streets, would further 
inhibit any visual links to the river. I note that Mr Doyle omits to consider any such planting 

in his Figures 12-15, which show ‘direct visual links’ that are very narrow even before any 

vegetation flanking the route; and that none of Mr Doyle’s alternative layouts would deliver a 

visual link to the Thames itself. 

3.22 Mr Taylor’s Figure 3.5 illustrates the hypothetical scenario of the Thames being visible over 

approximately 100m away from the waterside. The blue hatch in this diagram shows the 

physical and visual obstruction formed by the retained SSE substation. This obstruction 

means that a view towards the river looking west of the retained SSE land through the 

Appeal Site (the blue arrow) is only obtained from the western edge of the indicative station 
square, not that the river would be visible over this distance in any event. Even if the river 

were visible, this location is set away from the nodal points of the underpass entrance and 

the station entrance. Assuming the implementation of the cumulative scheme south of 

Vastern Road, as shown in Mr Taylor’s Figure 3.6, a direct view corridor to ‘the Thames’ from 

the ‘Station Square’ would barely be achievable in any event, even if the River Thames were 

visible over approximately 100m away from the waterside. 

3.23 Therefore, given the lack of visibility of the river over level ground, even if the SSE 

substation were available for redevelopment, the aspiration for views to River Thames itself, 
as along view corridor 62 shown in the RSAF would not be possible in any scenario even 

including complete clearance of any built form from a direct visual corridor, avoidance of any 

build up to Christchurch Bridge, as well as removal of the bridge steps and ramps and their 

associated fencing and avoidance of any planting in the Treed Corridor or Green Link that 

might obscure such views.   

Visual link to Christchurch Bridge 

3.24 Whilst the height of the support pier offers a more prominent focal point than the River 

Thames for any visual link through the Appeal Site that might be needed, as I set out in 
relation to Reason for Refusal 2 below, only glimpsed, incidental views of the bridge support 

pier are obtained from the townscape to the south of the river. The focal role of the bridge 

support pier is of greater relevance in terms of views from the river corridor itself and 

Christchurch Meadows, to the north of the Appeal Site.  

3.25 Mr Taylor considers the potential for intervisibility of the station square and Christchurch 

Bridge support pier in detail in his evidence (3.24-3.27), concluding that, in the context of 

the ongoing use of the SSE substation, ‘ t he  appea l  schem e represent s  the few est  
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num ber  o f  changes  i n  a  user ’s  v i ew  betw een t he  s t a t i on  and  …  the  m ast ’ . As I set 

out below, I consider that, on the basis of clear and legible public realm design extending 

between built forms in the Proposed Development, there is no need for a direct visual link to 
the bridge support pier along the proposed green link. 

Visual link to riverside public realm 

3.26 For the reasons given above, the ‘poten t ia l  open  space  a t  t he  r i vers ide ’  included in 

Policy CR11G public realm/RSAF ‘new  pub l i c  space  on  Tham es ’ , which would logically be 

located adjacent to the bridge landing, would also not be visible from Station Square owing 

to the screening resulting from the ongoing use of the SSE substation. 

Visual link to surrounding greenery 

3.27 As shown in Mr Taylor’s Figures 3.5 and 3.6, a direct visual link through the Appeal Site from 

Station Square to ‘ su r round ing greenery ’  beyond cannot readily be achieved without the 
re-development of the SSE substation. 

Minimisation of ‘visual shifts’/’visual stages’ 

3.28 I consider this further below under the heading of ‘Need for direct visual link’. 

Visual link to Station 

3.29 Mr Taylor’s Figures 3.5 and 3.6 also show that the return view from the RSAF ‘new  pub l i c  
space on  Tham es ’  to the station (RSAF view 63), which logically sits adjacent to the bridge 

crossing, would not be feasible without leaving large parts of the eastern part of the Appeal 

Site undeveloped and that this would in any event mean that the view corridor was over the 
retained SSE infrastructure and not along a public realm corridor. This demonstrates that 

RSAF aspirations for such visual links along a direct north-south link cannot be achieved 

given the unavailability of the retained SSE land. 

Need for direct visual link 

3.30 I first note that, as explained in detail in my Statement of Case (paragraphs 7.2-7.15), the 

sequential enclosure of sight lines is an entirely acceptable and well-established approach to 

providing an attractive and legible pedestrian route. This is particularly appropriate in this 

situation, given that the direct route cannot be delivered on the Appeal Site. I note that DSE 
agreed with the segmentation of the public realm route through the Site in paragraph 2.3 of 

their December 2019 advice (Statement of Common Ground, Appendix C). 
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3.31 However, Mr Doyle’s paragraph 2.5.35 refers to RSAF paragraph 7.10 and stresses the 

importance of ‘v i ew s  a long  the d i rect  no r th - sou th  l i nk , betw een  t he  S ta t i on  and  the  
Tham es, w here  there  shou ld  be  an  unbrok en  l i ne o f  s i gh t ’  (Mr Doyle’s emphasis). I 
consider that an unbroken line of sight is but one way of delivering wayfinding along a route 

– the Council were invited to agree this in the Statement of Common Ground but they 

refused to do so. For the reasons set out in my Statement of Case, an unbroken line of sight 

is not needed here; and it is not deliverable in any event, including through Mr Doyle’s 

alternative layouts.  

3.32 Mr Doyle’s paragraph 2.16.1 sets out his view of the purposes of ‘a  d i rect  l in e o f  s i gh t  
betw een t he  s t a t ion  square (no r th )  and t he  R iver  Tham es ’ , were this possible in any 

event. 

3.33 In relation to his first purpose of ‘[announcing] t he  presence o f  t he  r iv er  and  
m eadow s ’ , I note that these features cannot readily be ‘announced’ by direct visual link in 

any event, as a result of the lack of feasibility to achieve this, as described above. I also note 

that the clear legibility of the green route through the Proposed Development is sufficient to 

provide a perception of the significance of this link. Mr Doyle provides no justification as to 

why the route to Christchurch Meadows would be ‘m ore  a t t ract iv e, fee l  s im p ler , less  
obst ruct ed  and sa fer ’  through use of a direct visual link. Mr Taylor’s evidence considers 

the design qualities of the route in detail. I consider the qualities of a route Mr Doyle 

mentions are affected by a range of design factors, of which direct visual linkage forms only 
a minor part. 

3.34 In terms of Mr Doyle’s second purpose, for the reasons given, there would be barely any 

‘v i sua l  b reak ’  enabling ‘v i ew s  ou t  t o  t he  su r round ing  g reenery  and r iv ers ’  through a 

direct line of sight along the view 62 corridor indicated in RSAF figure 7.2 (not that this 

alignment is possible given the ongoing use of the SSE substation). Any direct view that were 

ever obtained along this alignment would barely extend to anything beyond the desired new 

public space on the riverside and associated public realm, along with the bridge build up and 

existing slatted bridge stairway balustrade. Where glimpses would be obtained from the 
approach to the riverside public space across the river, the view along the direct line of sight 

for view 62 would be to the canopy of trees on Fry’s Island and on the northern bank of 

river, so simply providing a view to vegetation as part of the experience of visually 

connecting with the open space beyond. This would be provided within the Proposed 

Development as well as framing views to Christchurch Meadows which would provide ample 

invitation to the ‘greenery’ across the river. 

3.35 In relation to Mr Doyle’s third purpose, I agree that Vastern Road inhibits the development 

and growth of the central area which I consider should rightfully extend its intensity and 
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dynamism to the riverside in this location. The Proposed Development would provide 

sufficient visual clues, through the clear route of the public realm between the built form, 

hard surfacing, vegetation and wayfinding, to draw movement across Vastern Road. 

3.36 In terms of the relevance of an ‘unbroken line of sight’ there are situations where this is 

shown to be effective in townscapes, however, these situations tend to be where focal 

features at the end of the visual corridors are readily visible, for example in the direct views 

between the Tate Modern and St Paul’s Cathedral, London; between the Arc de Triomphe and 

Louvre Pyramid in Paris; and between Buckingham Palace/Victoria Memorial and Admiralty 

Arch, London. All of these routes have strong focal features at either end to invite progress 

along them. 

3.37 In contrast, inevitably, a flat river is not very visible across a flat landscape at the end of 

such a visual corridor. Without a substantial focal feature such as the support pier of 
Christchurch Bridge, (which owing to location on the northern bank of the river at a cranked 

angle in relation to the RSAF axis to the station would not be visible along the RSAF green 

link in any event), the perception of the riverside is dependent on the attractiveness of 

features in the riverside public realm drawing movement towards it. The Proposed 

Development provides these features, in the form of the proposed café; a large canopy oak 

tree; substantial and distinctive built form, reflecting the role of built forms of scale at river 

crossings in Reading; and the invitation provided by the sequence of enclosing features and 

lines of trees extending along the green route through the Proposed Development. 

3.38 As my Statement of Case sets out in paragraphs 7.2-7.15, the visual link doesn’t have to be 

unbroken. I consider that the design of hard paving, building massing, planting, signage and 

focal features along the route, including the enclosure provided by built form within the 

scheme, all provide strong wayfinding elements in the Proposed Development. In this 

respect, I note in relation to Mr Doyle’s paragraph 2.14.4 that the total area of landscape 

doesn’t matter if the combination of features unquestionably provides a green link in views 

through the townscape. The combination of hard and soft landscape provides variety and 

visual interest in the soft landscape features which combine to form a green link. In fact, the 
zigzag arrangement reinforces the perception of a green link by filling forward views with 

green infrastructure, as well as providing inviting routes to move through it.  

3.39 Mr Doyle’s paragraph 2.16.11 concludes his commentary on Visual Links and sets out his view 

that minimisation of shifts in the line of sight ‘follows’ if unbroken links cannot be achieved. 

Mr Doyle doesn’t attempt to substantiate why minimisation of visual shifts is required if a 

direct visual link isn’t provided; or explain why the well-established design approach of 

staged, sequenced enclosure of views along movement corridors is inappropriate here. 
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Furthermore, Mr Doyle does not set out any concerns with evidence in my Statement of Case 

explaining this approach. 

Reason for Refusal 2 

3.40 In response to comments in Mr Doyle’s section 3 on the character of the Thames riverside in 

the vicinity of the Appeal Site and how the Proposed Development responds to this, I set out 

below further detail of this character. In doing so I make reference to updated Appeal Site 

Appraisal Photographs, Appeal Site Context Photographs (both March 2021) and 

Riverside Character Photographs (September 2021). 

Distinction between urban centre and periphery 

3.41 Mr Doyle’s notes in his paragraph 3.14.5 that the ‘Tham es  and  i t s  buco l i c  w at er  
m eadow s  sk i r t  t he  per iphery ’  of the town centre. As set out in my Statement of Case, 

paragraph 2.5, 2.21 and 2.26, I consider that the vicinity of the Appeal Site is where the 
river meets the evolving urban centre. Unlike the wider landscape of the Thames floodplain 

west of Caversham Bridge and east of Reading Bridge, this interface is already strongly 

characterised by intense urban development, including adjoining the Thames Path. This 

development is of increasing scale and increasing visual influence, including the recent 

completion of Thames Quarter which represents a significant new skyline influence on this 

part of the riverside. See Riverside Context Photographs 10, 11, 12, 13, 15 and 18 and 

Appeal Site Context Photographs 6, 7, 8 and 9 (extract of Riverside Character 

Photograph 11 shown below, showing Thames Quarter on the skyline to the left). 

Figure 1: extract of Riverside Character Photograph 11 

 

Character influence of urban centre on Christchurch Meadows and Thames Path 

3.42 This intense urban development highlights a now strongly-established character relationship 

of substantial built form with the Thames Path and beyond, with the open space of 
Christchurch Meadow to the north. This close relationship also underlines the role of 

Christchurch Meadow as an urban park, befitting a location adjoining the town centre, rather 

than as the pastoral idyll Mr Doyle would appear to portray. This is evident through the range 

of facilities and built features within the park including extensive play equipment, a large 

paved paddling pool, hard paved pedestrian routes, tennis courts, built forms, ornamental 
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specimen trees and mown amenity grass. See Riverside Character Photographs 10 and 

12, extracts of which are shown below for ease of reference. 

Figure 2a and 2b: extracts of Riverside Character Photographs 10 and 12 

 

  

Near-continuous built frontage  

3.43 As can be seen in Riverside Character Photograph 11 above, as well as in Riverside 
Character Photographs 1-4, Appeal Site Context Photographs 6, 9 and 17 and the 

Appeal Site Appraisal Photographs, in this context where on the southern side of the 

River Thames there is a near-continuous and immediate built frontage of substantial scale, 

the Appeal Site is an anomaly. Mr Doyle, in paragraph 3.10.5, does not agree that the Appeal 

Site is a ‘utilitarian void’. I use the term ‘utilitarian’ because the Appeal Site comprises a car 

park and office building adjoining a substation and flanked by a wire fence and retaining wall 

adjoining the Thames riverside path. I use the term ‘void’ because the bulk of the Appeal Site 

is essentially an open hard space amid a wider built townscape (extract of Riverside 

Character Photograph 2 included below).  

Figure 3: extract of Riverside Character Photograph 2 
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3.44 Furthermore, notwithstanding the void of built form within the northern part of the Appeal 

Site, contrary to Mr Doyle’s assertion in paragraph 3.2.2, this area of townscape is not 

‘ charact er i sed by  an  open  aspect ’ . Notwithstanding the intense urbanising influences, 
Christchurch Meadow is open but this is on the northern side of the river, not the side of the 

river comprising a built form edge to a major urban centre and communication hub.  

3.45 In this context, I consider Mr Doyle’s assertion in paragraph 3.10.5 that ‘ t he  open  
charact er  and sca t t er  o f  l ow -r i se  bu i ld ings  con t r i bu t e t o  a  sense o f  openness  and  
ex pans ive v i ew s  across  the a rea  tha t  m ay  be  harm ed ’  to be a failure to explain fully or 

accurately the reality of the character and use of the Appeal Site; and therefore misleading. 

3.46 The reality is that the northern part of the Appeal Site is only open in character because it 

provides car parking associated with modern office development. This has replaced the 

previous substantial built form evident in the Appeal Site in the form of a coal-fired power 
station including a tall chimney stack. The Appeal Site has no townscape or visual amenity 

value and in fact detracts from townscape character and views in this location. It is a very 

poor quality townscape at the interface between the town centre and riverside, at the landing 

of Christchurch Bridge and as the context to the river in views from Christchurch Meadow. 

Trees in river corridor 

3.47 At this interface between the town centre and Christchurch Meadows, a range of substantial 

tree planting in the park and on Fry’s Island provides some sense of softening of the 

influence of the urban centre, albeit as set out above, those influences are increasing. See 
Riverside Character Photographs 9-13 and Appeal Site Context Photograph 8. 

3.48 In contrast, there are currently very few trees along the southern Thames riverside between 

Caversham Bridge and Reading Bridge – they are not a key characteristic of the southern 

riverside frontage, which is generally dominated by built form. Where large trees are evident, 

they typically provide focal points for movement to or along the river corridor. For example: 

at Brigham Road (Riverside Character Photographs 17 and 18); flanking Clearwater 

Court (Riverside Character Photographs 8 (extract shown below) and 10); and flanking 

Caversham Bridge (Riverside Character Photographs 14 and 15).  
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Figure 4: extract of Riverside Character Photograph 8 

 

3.49 Only at COVEA to the south-west of the Appeal Site (Riverside Character Photograph 

10); and at Stantec near to Caversham Bridge (Appeal Site Context Photograph 9) does 

limited planting of larger trees provide a softening function and in these cases, the softening 

is of blocks which are notably lacking in architectural interest or sense of place, unlike the 

riverside buildings of the Proposed Development, which as Mr Doyle sets out in his paragraph 

3.12.1 are ‘a rch i t ectu ra l l y  i n t eres t i ng ’ . In summary, the southern riverside in Reading 

reflects its role as the interface of an intensifying town centre with the River Thames and 

only includes a limited number of trees, generally to perform specific legibility functions, set 

between the predominant characteristic of built frontages to the river. The northern 
riverside, in Christchurch Meadows, is where large canopy trees are more characteristic. I 

refer to this situation in my commentary on RFR3, later in this document. 

Gateway features 

3.50 These sporadic trees on the southern side of the river contribute to legibility of movement 

routes, as do Reading and Caversham bridges and their adjoining built forms, which form 

strong gateway features between the urban park at Christchurch Meadows and the rapidly 

intensifying town centre.  

In contrast, whilst benefitting from a striking built form design, Christchurch Bridge does not 
appear to lead from Christchurch Meadows to anywhere within the town centre as it lands at 

the utilitarian void of the Appeal Site, as shown in Appeal Site Context Photograph 6, an 

extract from which is included below. 
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Figure 5: extract from Appeal Site Context Photograph 6 

 

3.51 In this respect, I find Mr Doyle’s reference in paragraph 3.14.2 to the importance of ‘m a jo r  
roadw ays ’  at Reading Bridge and Caversham Bridge; and how Christchurch Bridge is 

‘en t i re ly  d i f f eren t ’  as it is for pedestrian and cycle routes (and therefore presumably less 

important), to be contrary to the emphasis on the pedestrian and cycle linkage across 

Christchurch Bridge throughout the Council’s policy and guidance documents. I consider it at 

least as important as for the two road crossings that the route over Christchurch Bridge have 
the status of a major gateway to the urban centre. 

Christchurch Bridge as a landmark and focal point 

3.52 Christchurch Bridge is an eye-catching structure but its status in the townscape is diminished 

by its southern landing at the only notable utilitarian void in the entire riverside townscape to 

the south of the Thames between Reading and Caversham Bridges. This highlights the 

detracting character of the Appeal Site, contrary to Mr Doyle’s view (as described above). 

3.53 The fact that the tall suspension pier of Christchurch Bridge is located on the northern bank 

of the river, at a cranked angle to the desired north-south route between the station square 
and the river (RSAF p.42), inevitably means that it is unlikely to be visible along that route.  

3.54 However, as set out in my Statement of Case, it is not from the station/town centre that 

Christchurch Bridge plays an important legibility role. The bridge support pier is barely visible 

from the townscape to the south, as Reading Tall Building Strategy (2018) (RTBS) (CD 

6.23), page 44, identifies. With the exception of the elevated view from the station 

overbridge concourse (as shown in Appeal Site Context Photograph 3) views are from 

very limited locations and provide only momentary transient glimpses of the upper part of the 

suspension pier around the flanks of, or over, existing retail and industrial built form, for 

example from Vastern Road (Appeal Site Context Photograph 4) or from the station 
entrance over the SSE site, as shown in Figure 3.2 of Mr Taylor’s evidence; and in glimpses 

between rooflines to the north of Vastern Road from limited locations in the car park of the 

retail park, which is due to be re-developed in any case. This is the nature of views from the 



 

28876/A5/PC PoE 17 September 2021 

dense expanding townscape of Reading town centre, even from such an elevated location as 

the station concourse. In none of these views does the bridge appear as showing any 

legibility of how to reach it and further planned intensification will remove many of these 
incidental viewpoints and inevitably reduce this visibility. 

3.55 Therefore, as an important qualification to Mr Doyle’s paragraph 3.10.1, the bridge support 

pier isn’t an ‘unm is tak eab le  landm ark , ga t ew ay  and  leg ib i l i t y  m ark er ’  from the south. 

It is only truly prominent in the townscape as perceived along the river corridor to east and 

west (and then only from short distances owing to vegetation in Christchurch Meadows and 

on Fry’s Island); and from the park at Christchurch Meadows to the north. This is its principal 

legibility function in the townscape, marking the crossing and providing a focal point for 

routes from the west, north and east towards the town centre across the open space. See 

Riverside Character Photographs 5, 11, 12 and 19 and Appeal Site Photographs 7, 8, 
17 and 18.  

3.56 In these angles of view, there would be no competition in view from the proposed built 

forms, which would open up towards the bridge in views from the north. This is shown in the 

extract of Cumulative Photomontage P2 below. In relation to Mr Doyle’s comment in 

paragraph 3.10.1 that the wider skyline backdrop of the bridge is ‘ im press ive ’ , the image 

also shows that this skyline would be dominated by development within the Station Area 

Cluster cumulative schemes in any event. 

Figure 6: extract of Cumulative Photomontage P2 
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3.57 As this image demonstrates, contrary to Mr Doyle’s paragraph 3.14.7, I consider that the 

proposed built form gateway complements rather than competes with the bridge. The bridge 

pier is to the north of the river and therefore can reasonably be complemented by a 
substantial vertical emphasis of built form on the southern side. The Proposed Development 

achieves this, including by framing views from the northern approach to the bridge of the 

suspension pier with an opening which invites onward movement. In addition, the proposed 

built form would be set beyond frontage planting which provides space and a perceived 

structural separation from the bridge support pier and cables. 

3.58 Therefore, Christchurch Bridge would continue to form a legible landmark from those 

locations from where it currently forms a landmark, namely to the east, west and north. The 

Proposed Development would complement rather than compete with this legibility by 

providing a different mass, materiality and land use than the bridge, whilst also providing a 
clear and inviting onward route to the south. In views from the south, the built form would 

frame the bridge pier on the approach, as shown on page 77 of the DAS (CD 1.119), and 

gesture towards the deck of the bridge and the suspension pier beyond, in a way that the 

existing townscape does not provide from anywhere.  

Character of gateway townscapes 

3.59 Contrary to Mr Doyle’s paragraph 3.15.3, Reading Bridge offers an example of a pair of tall 

Thameside buildings (as set out above in relation to gateway features), where (as set out in 

Mr Taylor’s Statement of Case, Appendix A) one frontage is considerably wider than those at 
the Proposed Development and one slightly narrower; where there is a narrow gap between 

them and the roadway; where they are close to the riverbank and where they are associated 

with a small area of riverside open space/public realm. These features, in conjunction with a 

specimen tree providing legibility of movement to and from the riverside, combine to create 

the character of a strongly identifiable gateway. The interplay of the bridge, public realm and 

these adjacent built forms provides sudden and dramatic river views. Built form is taller than 

adjacent built forms, notably to the east of Reading Bridge, where residential development is 

2.5 storeys adjacent to Reading Bridge House which is 11 storeys. A similar situation, albeit 
where gateway built form is at a lower level than that at Reading Bridge, is evident at 

Caversham Bridge (Riverside Character Photographs 14 and 15).  

3.60 Reading Bridge provides a strong indication of the urban centre through a dramatic 

juxtaposition of the horizontal plane of the bridge and vertical planes of substantial built 

forms flanking either side of the bridge (Riverside Character Photographs 7, 8 and 10). 
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Figure 7: extract from Riverside Character Photograph 10 

 

3.61 This range of townscape characteristics would be reflected within the Proposed Development 
(as shown below), which would therefore be in keeping with the prevailing character of the 

townscape at significant bridging points on the River Thames in Reading. 

Figure 8: extract from page 90 of the Design and Access Statement 

 

3.62 Mr Doyle’s paragraph 3.13.1 states that the scale and bulk of the buildings departs ‘ f r om  
the  es tab l i shed  re la t ionsh ip  betw een  bu i l d ings , spaces , and  rou tes  and  the  
w atercou rse .’  This is inaccurate. Substantial massing, in close proximity to the riverside 

path and river itself is evident adjoining the Appeal Site, notably at bridging points. As set 
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out below, the proposed height:set-back ratio is in keeping with the vicinity. 

3.63 In respect of the scale of development and its gateway function at this location, I note Mr 

Doyle’s claim in paragraph 3.14.4 of his length of experience of planning within Reading and 
therefore his disagreement with the observation set out in my Statement of Case, paragraphs 

2.22-2.25, that watercourse crossings in the town centre to the south of the river are 

typically marked by taller built forms. From a townscape and visual perspective, I have 

systematically considered watercourse crossing points found in the current town centre and 

illustrated the majority of them in my Statement of Case. This very clearly shows that 

contrary to Mr Doyle’s assertion, built forms of substantial height and/or massing and 

typically larger than their context are very much typical of crossing points in Reading and 

thus form gateway features. I note Mr Doyle’s paragraph 3.14.5 which states that: ‘S t i l l , no  
po l i cy  o r  gu ide l ine  p rom otes  or  a l l ow s  substan t ia l  bu i ld ings  ad j acent  t o  the  R iver  
Tham es ’ . This may be the case (subject to what Mr Doyle concludes to be ‘ substan t ia l ’ ) 
but this isn’t reflected in the reality of the townscape as found today and as is continuing to 

evolve in how the townscape is perceived between Reading Bridge and Caversham Bridge. 

Quality of riverside open space 

3.64 I note that the park at Christchurch Meadows to the north is open and accessible. In 

contrast, the frontage landscape along the south of the river is almost exclusively private, 

with no public through routes into these spaces. See Riverside Character Photographs 5, 

6, 7, 16, 18 and 19. 

3.65 Mr Doyle’s paragraph 3.11.3 alleges a ‘claim’ I have made in relation to CR4 that there are 

not opportunities for the public to enjoy and experience the Thames in this location. I am 

unclear as to the origin of this ‘claim’. However, for the avoidance of any doubt, I consider 

that there are opportunities for the public to enjoy the Thames but that the existing state of 

the riverside frontage within the Appeal Site, flanking the Thames Path is demonstrably poor 

(see Figures 1 and 2 of my Statement of Case, Riverside Character Photographs 3 and 4 

and Appeal Site Context Photograph 6, extract shown below for ease of reference).  

Figure 9: Extract from Appeal Site Context Photograph 6 
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3.66 I consider the proposed frontage to the river Thames to be a marked improvement (see the 

elevation on page 82 of the Design and Access Statement and the visualisation on page 90, 

the latter shown below for ease of reference). 

Figure 10: extract from page 90 of the Design and Access Statement 

 

Sense of enclosure to south of river 

3.67 In conjunction with these modest extents of private landscaping, immediate built frontages 

create strong sense of enclosure for the pedestrian along the southern Thames riverside 

path. See Riverside Character Photographs 5, 6, 7, 16, 18 and 19. 

Figure 11: extract from Riverside Character Photograph 19 
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Figure 12: extract from Riverside Character Photograph 5 

 

3.68 In relation to Mr Doyle’s paragraph 3.11.2, the townscape and visual implications of the 

Proposed Development are no more enclosed or ‘canyon’-like than at Clearwater Court, which 

is closer to the river. In fact, Clearwater Court creates a dramatic sense of place at the 

riverside, as would the Proposed Development, albeit, unlike Clearwater Court, this would be 

softened and complemented by the landscape frontage which provides a setback from the 

towpath and which would not result in ‘an  over ly  dom inant  bu i l t  fo rm  t ha t  w i l l  erode  a  
sense  o f  p lace ’  as Mr Doyle alleges in his paragraph 3.13.9. 

3.69 The character of the Thames riverside to the north-west of the Appeal Site is strongly 

enclosed by continuous blocks of built form. The Proposed Development includes two blocks 

with relatively narrow frontages to the river. As shown in Appendix A of Mr Taylor’s 

Statement of Case, these built frontages are narrower than all of those present along the 

Thames riverside between Reading Bridge to the south-east and Brigham Road to the north-

west. Therefore, the sense of enclosure at the Proposed Development is relatively brief and 

more indicative of a point along the route of the riverside path than the notion of a ‘canyon’ 

which indicates linear enclosure. The notion of such linear enclosure is less relevant in the 
Proposed Development than at any other point along this section of the route. The point 

along the route that the proposed riverside buildings indicate is the crossing of Christchurch 

Bridge, which I consider to be appropriate for narrower, taller buildings, as included in the 

Proposed Development. 

3.70 As also shown in Appendix A of Mr Taylor’s Statement of Case and summarised in paragraph 

3.73 of his Proof of Evidence, the building heights and set-backs from the river can be 

extrapolated to demonstrate a relationship of approximately 1.4:1 and 2.5:1 for block E; and 

approximately 3:1 for block D. Along the riverside frontage from Regent’s Riverside to the 
north-west, to Reading Bridge House to the south-east, these ratios range from 

approximately 0.9:1 to approximately 4.3:1. In this context, I consider that the height:set-
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back relationship of the Proposed Development is in no way out of keeping with other built 

form frontages to the river in the vicinity of the Appeal Site. This ‘fit’ of the proposed built 

form with riverside massing in the vicinity, in conjunction with the intervening structural 
landscape providing softening and progression in scale, would not, contrary to the Reason for 

Refusal, harm the setting and character of the Thames Path or River Thames as a result of 

its height and proximity. 

Nearby terraces in the context of townscape intensification 

3.71 The Site’s vicinity includes existing large-scale footprint, massing and height of built form in 

the intensifying central area townscape, notably as seen along Vastern Road to the south 

(including Brigham’s Mead, Sovereign House, Clearwater Court – see Appeal Site Context 

Photographs 3, 4, 13 and 14); and the Thames corridor to the north (including Regents 

Riverside, Isis Court, Lynmouth Court, Thames Court Norman Place and Covea – see 
Riverside Character Photographs 10 and 11 and Appeal Site Context Photographs 6 

and 9). In this context, the two streets of Victorian terraces to the west of the Appeal Site, 

in their small-scale and fine grain, appear anomalous with the massing and character of the 

evolving townscape. As the above images show, this area is already subject to such change 

and proposed to be subject to the influence of further intensification, most notably from the 

south of Vastern Road. As a result, whilst these buildings have been an important 

consideration in the design evolution and the Proposed Development sets back buildings from 

this edge (as described on p.72 of the DAS), among a range of mitigation by design 
approaches, they are not a defining influence on the evolving character of the area or on the 

Proposed Development. 

Fit with current riverside setting 

3.72 Mr Doyle states at his paragraph 3.10.3 that it is ‘v i t a l  t o  f i t ’  with the established riverside 

setting. Mr Doyle offers no commentary to substantiate his assertion. I consider that whilst 

respecting the two remaining streets of Victorian terraces, it is into the wider evolving 

context, that the Proposed Development needs to take its place. As set out above, the 

Proposed Development achieves an appropriate fit with other riverside massing in the 
vicinity. The undistinguished frontages of COVEA, Norman Place and apartment blocks to the 

north-west, which are not locally-distinctive, create a weak townscape character (see Appeal 

Site Context Photograph 6. This existing context would be strongly enhanced by a positive 

new built development acting as a distinctive focal point adjoining Christchurch Bridge, in 

keeping with the local characteristic of substantial built form at river crossings. 

3.73 Mr Doyle at 3.10.6 mischaracterises my commentary on the benefits of the Proposed 

Development. My Statement of Case does not make the simplistic case that ‘anything is 
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better than existing’ as Mr Doyle alleges – instead it clearly sets out the existing 

characteristics of the Appeal Site and, in section 6, the range of beneficial changes in 

features, character and views arising from the Proposed Development. In consideration of 
the baseline I note that the existing character of the Appeal Site is very poor quality 

townscape, also noting that the Council’s own townscape character evidence base, RTBS (CD 

6.23), states that this area, Character Area 22, forms a ‘w eak  and un insp i r ing  a rea  o f  
t ow nscape ’ . 

Height and mass of built form 

3.74 Mr Doyle notes at 3.2.10 that ‘ t he Appea l  p roposa ls  a re a  notab ly  dense  and t a l l  fo rm  
of  deve lopm ent ’ . Whilst I acknowledge that the Proposed Development steps up from 

adjacent development to the north-west, Mr Doyle’s comment is obviously untrue when the 

Proposed Development is compared with existing and proposed built form in the emerging 
townscape in the northern part of the town centre, much of which is taller and proposed to 

be taller than the Proposed Development. In fact, the proposed built form provides a 

progression in scale to taller built forms proposed within the designated tall building cluster 

to the south. As set out above, the riverside blocks are in keeping with the prevailing 

height:set-back ratios along this frontage. 

3.75 Mr Doyle’s paragraphs 3.13.2 and 3.13.3 misrepresent the commentary in my Statement of 

Case. It is exaggeration to claim that I think it acceptable to ‘double up’ building heights or 

go just below the Council’s tall building threshold simply because RSAF and policy CR10 allow 
for this. There are positive townscape and visual reasons for built form of landmark scale at 

this location. Mr Doyle considers that the scale of built form in the Proposed Development 

would ‘e rode the  care fu l l y  g raduated  approach  t o  he igh t s  set  ou t  in  the RSAF’ . In 

this respect I note that page 37 of the RSAF does not consider that landmark built form is 

appropriate adjoining the crossing of the River Thames. I find this inconsistent with the fact 

that, as set out in my Statement of Case, substantial built form is characteristic of river 

crossings throughout Reading, reinforcing their legibility. This includes at the two existing 

crossings of the River Thames. Substantial built form to reinforce the role of Christchurch 
Bridge as a gateway feature would also be appropriate here, as would be provided by the 

Proposed Development. 

3.76 In this respect, the Council were invited to agree that Caversham Bridge and Reading Bridge 

are adjoined by buildings of substantial scale and that Blocks D and E of the Proposed 

Development would reflect this pattern in providing similarly substantial scale of built form 

adjacent to Christchurch Bridge, but they declined to do so. 
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3.77 RSAF paragraphs 6.23 and 6.24 allow for variance from guideline heights, including upwards, 

to realise urban design or other planning benefits, or where impact can be mitigated. All of 

these factors are applicable in this instance and therefore this is not a case of ‘easily 
doubling up’, as Mr Doyle characterises it in his paragraph 3.13.2. 

3.78 MD 3.13.8 wrongly interprets paragraph 7.22 and 7.23 of my Statement of Case to imply that 

the proposed built forms provide a transition in scale to Reading Bridge House. For the 

avoidance of any doubt, I have consistently made the point that buildings of scale are 

present at crossing points in Reading, including Reading Bridge House; and that the Proposed 

Development also fulfils this function. Taller built forms along the riverside provide rhythm 

and legibility of crossing points by virtue of their separation and contrast with intervening 

lower height built form. This is distinct from the point in my Statement of Case that the 

Proposed Development also provides a progression in scale to taller built form within the 
evolving town centre to the south. 

3.79 Contrary to Mr Doyle’s paragraph 3.13.9, I consider it a valid and desirable townscape and 

visual outcome that some (not ‘all’ as Mr Doyle exaggerates) of the characteristics of the 

intense development of the town centre be extended to the riverside. Mr Doyle fails to 

recognise that the Appeal Site is where the dramatically intensifying town centre meets the 

Thames and, in terms of the intensity of built development that this might imply, ignores the 

fact that there was previously a power station with a tall chimney stack at this location. 

3.80 Mr Markwell at his paragraph 6.31 quotes Mr Doyle’s paragraph 3.19.3 which focuses on the 
sensitivity of riverside receptors to the height of built form and states: ‘ t he  r i v ers i de and  
ad jacent  m eadow s  can  be  desc r i bed  as  par t i cu la r ly  sens i t i v e t o  deve lopm ent  t a l l er  
t han  ex i s t ing  he igh t s ’ . I do not agree with this, for reasons set out above including the 

existing influence of such buildings on the riverside and Christchurch Meadows. I also note 

that RSAF Figure 6.10 states that Christchurch Meadows, the Thames riverside and footpath 

and Lynmouth Road properties are particularly sensitive to the impact not of development 

taller than existing heights but to ‘t he  ef fect s  o f  t a l l  bu i ld ings ’  (RSAF p.38). The Proposed 

Development is not for tall buildings within the Council’s definition (Policy CR10). Therefore, 
by the Council’s definition, the sensitivity of these areas is not related to buildings of the 

heights proposed. The Council could have set a lower level for consideration of what 

constitutes a ‘tall building’. Mr Doyle could have been more specific about the nature of 

sensitivity to such buildings from riverside receptors. Neither is the case. 

3.81 The effects of built form in the Proposed Development are explained in any event in the TVIA 

through careful consideration of beneficial and adverse change, in relation to the relative 

sensitivity of townscape and visual receptors. As set out in the TVIA, I consider the balance 

of change results almost entirely in beneficial effects with the exception of views from a 
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limited number of residential properties flanking the Appeal Site in Lynmouth Road, from 

where visual effects would be limited by a range of sensitive mitigation measures. These 

receptors aside, whatever the sensitivity of riverside receptors, the effects are not adverse 
and therefore not a concern. 

3.82 Mr Doyle at paragraph 3.32 alleges harm to the setting of the bridge and Christchurch 

Meadow. I do not consider this to be realistic. In terms of the alleged damage to the 

relationship between the meadow and centre, far from eroding the sense of place which is 

what the existing utilitarian void in the townscape does, the Proposed Development would 

strengthen it. Mr Doyle at 3.10.5 takes a whimsical and unrealistic approach to the character 

of the Appeal Site and suggests that it enables views that would be lost through 

‘inappropriate development’. In the context of the existing detracting state and influence in 

views of the Appeal Site, I consider this to be unrealistic and incorrect. 

Townscape and Visual Impact Assessment Methodology 

3.83 In any case, whatever Mr Doyle considers in his paragraph 3.10.6 to be the bar set by policy 

for development in this vicinity (not that he specifies this), in terms of townscape and visual 

impact assessment, the significance of effects is made in relation to the existing context as 

the baseline. Mr Doyle fails to acknowledge that this is a robust approach and in line with 

accepted good practice. However, in this respect, Mr Doyle makes a key acknowledgement in 

paragraph 3.10.1:  

 ‘There is no dispute that the principle of redevelopment is 
desirable and will bring benefits. Such benefits should be 
measured against the position today.’ 

3.84 This is correct and this is how TVIA works – the process looks at the baseline today and then 

considers the effects against that baseline. Mr Doyle’s attempt to suggest that this somehow 

doesn’t adequately reflect policy considerations is misleading. I note that Mr Doyle has 

provided no systematic assessment of townscape and visual effects in his evidence. Mr Doyle 

also fails to acknowledge that the submitted TVIA considers both adverse and beneficial 

aspects of changes in character and views, as part of a detailed and systematic analysis. 

3.85 Contrary to Mr Doyle’s assertions, the TVIA is robust and follows industry practice 
methodology (GLVIA3) – the BW methodology and approach has been used for many years, 

including repeated testing at public inquiries and has been proven to be robust. As per Figure 

3.5 of GLVIA3, the TVIA has identified and combined value and susceptibility of receptors to 

result in sensitivity. The TVIA has carefully considered a balance of beneficial and adverse 

magnitudes of change. This has been combined with the sensitivity of landscape and visual 

receptors as relevant, to reach conclusions on the significance of effect.  
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3.86 Mr Doyle at 3.18.6 sets out his concern regarding consideration of alternative schemes. 

Whilst recommended, this is not a requirement of GLVIA3 and in this case is of limited 

relevance as the design process was iterative over a protracted period, including for inputs 
from a range of stakeholders including the LPA and DSE as part of the design refinement; 

and townscape and visual considerations were only one of a number of priorities which the 

design evolution had to accommodate. Mr Doyle appears to be basing his concern about lack 

of assessment of alternative schemes on the fact that the TVIA has not considered other 

forms of treatment of the riverside frontage. As is typically the case through an iterative 

approach to townscape design, the process in this instance has honed down how the design 

can respond to all relevant considerations to reach a preferred design. The fact that there 

were not options of riverside frontages to consider within the TVIA in no way undermines the 

robustness of the TVIA. I note that in his evidence Mr Doyle has not provided any systematic 
appraisal of baseline conditions in terms of townscape features, character and views; or 

assessment of townscape and visual impact. 

3.87 Mr Doyle’s assertion is reproduced in the Council’s main Statement of Case, paragraph 6.33. 

This paragraph also alleges that the TVIA ‘ fa i l s  t o  assess  severa l  im por tan t  
a reas/ v i ew s ’ . Views and extent of townscape character to be assessed were agreed with Mr 

Markwell on behalf of the Council, including views sufficiently representative of the vicinity. 

These included from Christchurch Bridge as representing near-distance views from river 

corridor. Mr Markwell’s assertion at the current stage that views/’areas’ were missing from 
the TVIA is mis-leading and mis-conceived and ignores his own inputs to the process, based 

as the TVIA views and character areas for assessment were on his consideration of, and 

agreement to, their use. No concern in relation to the TVIA methodology or scope was 

expressed by RBC until receipt of the Council’s Statement of Case. However, the Council have 

refused to acknowledge this previous lack of concern on their part within the Statement of 

Common Ground.  

3.88 Furthermore, the Council have insisted on inclusion of the scope and contents of the TVIA as 

a Matter of Uncommon Ground in the Statement of Common Ground. I consider this 
unreasonable as the TVIA scope was agreed in April 2019. If the scope and contents of the 

TVIA were insufficient to fully judge the impact of the proposals then the Council would not 

have agreed them at that time. 

3.89 In relation to Mr Doyle’s paragraphs 3.18.3-3.18.5, I have not suggested that specialist input 

to inform the views of the Planning Committee is ‘obligatory’. However, townscape and visual 

impact assessment typically should be undertaken by specialist professionals experienced in 

using GLVIA methodology. There was no evidence of this, or reference to the TVIA, in the 

Council’s committee report, which I find disappointing. This inevitably led the Appellant to 
the conclusion that townscape and visual impact was not given due consideration in the 
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Committee Report, hence this was highlighted in a letter from the Appellant to the Council of 

March 2021 (CD 1.178).  

Reason for Refusal 3 

3.90 I note first that the evidence of Mr Corbyn deals with the alleged habitat impact in this RFR. 

3.91 Paragraph 6.49 of the Council’s Statement of Case inaccurately claims that the Council’s Tree 

Strategy has not been mentioned in the Appellant’s SoC. On the contrary, my Statement of 

Case points out in paragraph 7.37 that large canopy trees are not a ‘requirement’ of the 

strategy. Furthermore, I consider that there is no policy ‘requirement’ for large canopy trees 

along the riverside. Policy EN14 simply states that it seeks provision for tree planting. I note 

that the supporting text states in paragraph 4.2.68: 

 ‘…There will be a need to use appropriate large canopy species 
that are adaptable to future predicted climatic conditions 
(native species if possible and where appropriate in order to 
deliver biodiversity benefits), particularly the higher 
temperatures and potential drought conditions predicted in 
summer...’ 

3.92 This sets out an aspiration for use of large canopy trees (albeit subject to climate change 

tolerance) but it would be illogical to conclude from this that every proposed tree should be 

of a large canopy species.  

3.93 The Proposed Development will provide more trees along the riverside than other locations to 

the north-west and south-east: as I have described above, Clearwater Court, Norman Place 

and the majority of the flats and houses extending to the north-west of the Appeal Site have 
no tree frontage. Few of the existing trees on the riverside between Reading Bridge and 

Caversham Bridge are large canopy species – the only exceptions being at  COVEA to the 

south-east and Stantec to the north-west; and specimens providing focal points at Clearwater 

Court, Caversham Bridge and the end of Brigham Road. 

3.94 The ‘right tree, right place’ principle is fully respected by the Proposed Development which is 

providing similar punctuation of the riverside at a nodal point through the presence of one 

large canopy tree (oak), complemented by trees of narrower form which can be 

accommodated successfully on the built frontages, where they are not elsewhere on this 
riverside frontage. 

3.95 Therefore, a large canopy tree is provided where legibility is most relevant and where it 

reflects distinctive local character. This specimen is complemented by other smaller trees 

which are entirely suitable to provide softening of the built frontages and a progression in 

scale to them from the Thames Path, whilst not unduly compromising the amenity benefits of 
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riverside views and immediacy of active frontage to the river corridor. I note in this respect 

that in the Statement of Common Ground, in relation to Planting, the Council refused to 

acknowledge that planting would soften the interface between the ground plane and vertical 
façades, creating a more human scale and visually interesting street scene, anywhere other 

than on Vastern Road. Given that there is considerably greater extent of proposed planting 

on the riverside frontage, including trees that would perform the noted functions, than 

proposed on the Vastern Road frontage, I find the Council’s position surprising. 

3.96 I also note that the open space at Christchurch Meadow to the north already includes 

extensive large-scale canopy tree provision and offers further opportunities, within the 

Council’s control, to deliver planting along the identified treed corridor of the River Thames. 

3.97 In summary, there is no dispute as to the benefits of large canopy trees. It is simply that 

there is no requirement for them in this location and the proposed trees are an appropriate 
combination of a large canopy tree at a nodal point and a series of smaller canopy trees 

along the frontages. 

3.98 In relation to the Council’s Statement of Case paragraph 6.52, it is unclear why ‘g rea te r  
so f t en ing  o f  t he  ex tens ive  bu i ld ing  m ass ’  is needed to limit ‘ nega t ive  v i sua l  im pact ’ . 
Clearwater Court doesn’t have any trees on its frontage and is a substantial built mass but is 

a dramatic and successful feature on the riverside. ‘Negative visual impact’ implies a 

worsening of the situation from the current situation (allowing for balancing of adverse and 

beneficial changes). Given the utilitarian void that the Appeal Site comprises at present and 
the range of townscape qualities and visual interest of the Proposed Development, I do not 

this claim to be remotely justifiable. 
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4.0 RESPONSE TO RULE 6 PARTY/RESIDENTS 

4.1 I note that the statements by Mr Westcott of 16 Lynmouth Road refer to his concerns about 

an ‘overbearing’ development and the role of tree planting to mitigate the scale of the 

proposed built form in views from Lynmouth Road properties. Such planting is an entirely 

normal and appropriate part of an approach to integrating built development into the 

townscape. Vegetation can provide human scale at ground level, soften views of built 
façades, provide a progression in vertical scale and break up the perceived horizontal scale of 

a building. It is considered appropriate in this case to provide such planting to mitigate the 

potential effects of the proposed built form in views from properties on Lynmouth Road. In 

terms of scale in relation to adjacent buildings, a range of design approaches has been 

employed to provide a progression in scale between Lynmouth Road and the taller elements 

of the Proposed Development, including: set-back; tree planting along the boundary; stepped 

built form massing/height; and variation in rooflines. 

4.2 I note that the existing built form within the Appeal Site already creates a strong sense of 
enclosure at the south-western part of the Appeal Site, as shown below: 

Figure 13: South-western part of Appeal Site, looking south-east 

 

4.3 In relation to the suggestion from Ms Toombs of Thames Court, that the Proposed 

Development is out of character on the river frontage, I do not consider this to be the case 
as there is little distinctiveness to the character of the frontages in this vicinity and, as the 

Council’s own townscape character assessment (RTBS) sets out, Character Area 22: Vastern 

Road, possesses ‘a weak and uninspiring’ character. The existing car park is out of character 

and adds nothing to local distinctiveness or sense of place, as shown below, which is 

representative of views from residential properties on Lynmouth Road, where obtained over 

boundary fencing. As I have set out above, I consider that the Proposed Development would 

reflect local character in a number of ways and would provide a more distinctive contribution 

to the riverside frontage than other buildings in the vicinity. 
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Figure 14: Central part of Appeal Site, looking east 
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5.0 SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 

5.1 As I have set out in my Statement of Case, I have overseen the preparation of a robust, 

detailed and balanced townscape and visual impact assessment that leads me to consider 

that there would be beneficial effects of the Proposed Development on townscape features, 

views (with the exception of a small group of immediately-adjacent residential receptors) and 

townscape character. 

5.2 I furthermore note in this Proof of Evidence that the Proposed Development provides a 

positive response to directions in the recently-updated NPPF, notably the requirement to 

contribute to locally distinctive character, through: 

• The distinctive industrial history and identity of the Appeal Site, in the built form 

design. 

• Providing a transition between the much higher intensity of the evolving town centre 

to the south and the riverside and suburban character to the north, mindful that this 
location is where the River Thames, which further from the urban centre, extends 

alongside suburban villas and gardens and watermeadows, meets the intensity of the 

centre of a major urban area and communication hub. The location is therefore 

worthy of substantial built form to mark this notable interface. 

• As part of this transition, providing a distinct and more leisurely character at the 

riverside, through the glazed rooftop pavilions in the riverside blocks; riverside/bridge 

landing public realm with café; and extensive tiered riverside planting. 

• Reflecting the well-established pattern in Reading of taller buildings signposting 

bridging points of watercourses. 

• Reflecting in the north-south link the historic development of key routes through 

Reading which, like many other successful routes through urban areas, do not rely on 

long, straight axial corridors but instead provide short and/or curving visual corridors, 

providing a sequence of focal points that invite progression along the route. 

5.3 In relation to the Council’s Statement of Case, I consider that in relation to RFR1, the Council 

is unclear as to what the focal point of the ‘direct visual link’ should be through the Appeal 

Site, by mentioning a range of possibilities. I note furthermore that the feasibility of 

providing of such direct visual links is fundamentally compromised by a combination of the 

lack of availability for re-development of the SSE substation, the lack of visibility of the level, 
low-lying plane of the River Thames in a level, low-lying landscape, and the existing and 

proposed features associated with the Christchurch Bridge crossing and green link. I note 

that the Allocation Policy CR11G does not require any visual link. 
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5.4 Given the lack of feasibility of such a visual link, I consider the lack of requirement for it in 

Policy CR11G appropriate. I also consider that there is no need for the direct visual link the 

Council state is required in this instance, as the proposed approach of a sequence of 
enclosed focal points is a well-established and appropriate design technique to encourage 

movement along a public realm corridor. Contrary to the evidence of Mr Doyle, I consider 

that even if a direct visual link could be obtained, a direct visual link is not needed to 

announce the presence of the river and meadows, provide a visual break and views out to 

the surrounding greenery and rivers or provide visual clues to encourage the crossing of 

Vastern Road. The quality of the green link through the Proposed Development can fulfil all 

of these purposes. 

5.5 In relation to RFR2, I consider that Mr Doyle fails to understand the character of the vicinity, 

forming as it does a prominent built form interface between: the expanding and intensifying 
town centre of Reading to the south of the river Thames (in the context of which the 

utilitarian void of the Appeal Site is an anomaly, detracting from the character of the 

townscape); and the urban park of Christchurch Meadows to the north of the river. This park 

is in itself of a very distinct character from the wider pastoral meadows evident further to the 

east of Reading Bridge and west of Caversham Bridge. A near-continuous built frontage of 

typically substantial built form extends along the southern riverside between these bridges. 

The influences of substantial built form in the evolving town centre on Christchurch Meadows 

are part of its current character, have increased recently through the construction of Thames 
Quarter and are set to increase further through planned development of tall buildings in the 

town centre, including just to the south of Vastern Road, as shown in the Cumulative 

Photomontages. 

5.6 Given the extent of substantial townscape massing to the south, Christchurch Bridge is only a 

prominent landmark in views from along the river corridor to the west and east and from the 

park to the north, notwithstanding the screening of the bridge resulting from the extensive 

tree cover in the park. This tree cover in the park is in marked contrast to the south of the 

river where the role of trees is typically to provide occasional focal points for movement 
routes. The proposed built forms would complement rather than compete with Christchurch 

Bridge. Riverside blocks D and E would open up towards the bridge; and the wider skyline 

backdrop of the bridge in views from the north would be dominated by development within 

the Station Area Cluster cumulative schemes, in any event. 

5.7 Significant gateway features to the town centre are present at Reading and Caversham 

bridges, reinforced through substantial scale of flanking built form which is dramatic in 

juxtaposition of vertical and horizontal scale at Reading Bridge. This character would be 

replicated at the Proposed Development, albeit softened by considerable extents of soft 
landscape, including trees. A combination of substantial built form frontages, arranged tightly 
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to the riverside, as well as limited and exclusive soft landscaping, results in a strong sense of 

linear enclosure along the frontage between Reading Bridge and Caversham Bridge. In this 

context, I disagree with the Council’s suggestion that the proposed riverside built form 
frontages would result in a ‘canyon’ effect: these frontages are narrower than others in the 

immediate vicinity; they are set back beyond a soft landscaped frontage to the riverside, 

including a number of trees; and they are in keeping with the existing height:set-back ratios 

of the southern Thames riverside. I consider that there would in fact be a notable 

enhancement of the character of the riverside path and the visual experience of using it. 

5.8 The TVIA is robust and detailed and the scope of the TVIA was agreed with the Council well 

in advance of submission of the application. In contrast, I note that not only did the Council 

not receive specialist townscape and visual input to their consultation process but also that in 

his evidence Mr Doyle has not provided any systematic appraisal of baseline conditions in 
terms of townscape features, character and views; or assessment of townscape and visual 

impact. I consider this undermines his evidence. Mr Doyle mis-represents the TVIA process 

and does not attempt to use a robust and comprehensive TVIA process himself. 

5.9 In terms of townscape and visual matters, I consider that throughout his evidence, Mr Doyle: 

• fails to identify and describe objectively the existing reality of character on the 

riverside at the Appeal Site and views to and from it – the RTBS uses a methodical 

and systematic approach to character assessment, as does the methodology in the 

TVIA. Mr Doyle makes no attempt to follow either of these approaches, preferring 

instead to make unsubstantiated and inaccurate assertions about the character of the 

area;  

• mis-represents my Statement of Case; and 

• most importantly, fails to acknowledge that while an unbroken line of sight between 

station and river cannot practically be delivered, the fundamental aim of the RSAF and 

the development plan of providing a legible north-south link between the station and 

riverside is achieved by the Proposed Development. 

5.10 In relation to RFR3, whilst recommended in policy and guidance, there is no requirement for 

large canopy trees on the riverside in the vicinity of the Appeal Site. The Proposed 

Development provides a large canopy tree where it is appropriate to do so, forming a locally-
characteristic focal point for movement to and along the river corridor, as found elsewhere 

on the southern riverside of the Thames in this vicinity. Further proposed trees are smaller in 

scale, more suited to their role in providing softening and a progression in scale in front of 

the proposed buildings. The Treed Corridor of the River Thames already includes extensive 

tree planting, including large canopy trees, in the open space at Christchurch Meadows to the 

north. 
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5.11 Overall, following review of the Council’s Statement of Case, I remain of the view, as set out 

in the TVIA and my Statement of Case, that the Proposed Development would result in 

beneficial effects on townscape features, views and townscape character, notably in terms of 
the setting and character of the Thames Path and the River Thames.  
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