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34051/A1/CT/EP/**  31st May 2023

BENNET COURT, READING (REFERENCE: 221936) 

RESPONSE TO ECOLOGY COMMENTS 

1.0 Executive Summary 

1.1 Following the submission of the application for industrial development at Bennet Court, Reading, 
comments have been made by various consultees relating to the need to provide Biodiversity Net 
Gain on-site, in line with the relevant policies in the Reading Local Plan (Specifically Policy EN12 
(Biodiversity and the Green Network).  

1.2 The Local Plan sets out that on all sites, development should not result in a net loss of biodiversity 
and geodiversity and should provide a net gain for biodiversity wherever possible (our emphasis). 
The Policy sets out that in exceptional circumstances where the need for development clearly 
outweighs the need to protect the value of the site, and it’s demonstrated that the impacts cannot 
be 1) avoided, 2) mitigated or 3) compensated on-site, then new development will provide off-site 
compensation to ensure there is no net loss. The main element of the policy (as described by 
Paragraph 4.2.55) is the need to provide an interconnected ‘Green Network’.  

1.3 In this instance, given the specific circumstances, the proposed meets with the mitigation 
hierarchy, however the below remains important to consider:  

• The existing buildings, which lie within an employment area, are no longer suitable because:
o The building are old and no longer suitable for modern employment needs
o The market requires high standards of building in terms of sustainability credentials
o The area is more suited to industrial uses rather than offices

• There is a reasonable fallback in the form of prior approval for the conversion to residential
(which is not preferable in policy terms given the location and potential loss of employment).

• The proposed scheme would provide extensive benefits:
o A modern building that is specifically designed to meet market requirements for the

location
o The proposed building has been designed to ensure minimisation of carbon, and is

therefore designed to achieve BREEAM Outstanding and an EPC rating of ‘A+’ (an
improvement on the current building)

o The proposed development would have a positive, beneficial impact upon the existing
strategic highway network, resulting in a reduction in 51 two-way journeys per day.

o Maximisation of habitat and biodiversity within the Site, whilst still allowing for market
requirements.

• From an ecological perspective, the value of the existing Site is considered less than the proxy
values contained displayed by Natural England Biodiversity metric:
o The metric is a proxy for measuring biodiversity, not an appropriate tool for measuring

ecological value.
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o The onsite grasslands are considered to be of low ecological value due to the common 
and widespread sward that dominates it, with poor connectivity to similar habitats outside 
the boundary. 

o The scheme includes a range of ecological enhancements that are not all captured within 
the metric appropriately. 

 
2.0 Introduction  

 
2.1 A Full Planning Application was submitted to Reading Borough Council on 28th December 2022 

(Reference: 221936) for the: 
 

‘Demolition of existing buildings and erection of one industrial 
building for flexible industrial processes (Use Class E (g) (iii), 
General Industrial (Class B2), or storage or distribution (Class B8) 
uses with ancillary offices, and all other ancillary and enabling 
works including altered access, on-site parking, landscaping, 
drainage, engineering and boundary treatment works.’  

 
2.2 As part of the consultation process, Ecology comments were received on 28th February 2023 from 

Cathy Holwill (the Council’s Ecology Officer), attached at Appendix 1, which outlined the following 
key issues:  
• Details of the surveyors who carried out the bat roost assessment, start and end times, 

locations of surveyors, details of the weather conditions etc.  
• Bat survey to be carried out between May and September. 
• Demonstration that there are no suitable alternatives to the loss of biodiversity net gain.  

 
2.3 Comments have also been received from Sarah Hanson (Natural Environment Officer) which relate 

to BNG, and off-site mitigation being the last resort and the need for adequate landscaping to 
mitigate tree loss. In addition, the LLFA have provided comments which relates to SUDs provision 
maximising ecological benefits. 
 

2.4 Consequently, this note addresses the biodiversity options explored and additional landscaping 
incorporated, whilst taking consideration for the wider associated benefits the proposed 
development would generate. 
 
 

3.0 Policy Considerations  
 

3.1 Section 38 (6) of the Planning and Compulsory Purchase Act 2004 states that where the 
development plan contains relevant policies, applications for development which are in accordance 
with the plan should be allowed unless material considerations indicate otherwise.  
 
Local P lanning Policy 
 

3.2 Policy EN12 (Biodiversity and The Green Network) (set out in Appendix 2) of Reading’s Local Plan 
(2019) states that ‘on all sites, development should not result in a net loss of biodiversity and 
geodiversity and should provide a net gain for biodiversity wherever possible.’ Furthermore, Policy 
EN12 continues to stipulate that ‘in exceptional circumstances, where the need for development 
clearly outweighs the need to protect the value of the site, and it is demonstrated that the impacts 
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cannot be avoided, mitigated or compensated for on-site, then new development will provide off-
site compensation to ensure that there is no net loss of biodiversity.  
 

3.3 Paragraph 4.2.63 associated with Policy EN12 re-confirms the overall principle being there should 
be no net loss of biodiversity, and a net gain, as supported by the NPPF, where it can be achieved.  
Paragraph 4.2.63 continues to state that a mitigation hierarchy approach will be used to consider 
the loss of on-site biodiversity and where there’s exceptional circumstances, where the benefits 
of the development outweigh the loss, and where the mitigation hierarchy has been followed, off-
site compensation may be acceptable.  
 

3.4 Policy EN14 of Reading’s Local Plan (Trees, Hedges and Woodlands) sets out that individual trees, 
groups of trees, hedges and woodlands will be protected from damage or removal where they are 
of importance, and Reading’s vegetation cover will be extended. In addition, new development 
shall make provision for tree retention and planting within the application site. 
 

3.5 Policy EN18 (Flooding and Sustainable Drainage Systems) states that wherever possible, SUDs 
provision should maximise ecological benefits, link into the existing Green Network, incorporate 
tree planting and landscaping and avoid damage to existing significant trees, including through 
changes to the site hydrology.  
 

3.6 In addition, Reading’s Section 106 Planning Obligations SPD (2015) sets out that Section 106’s will 
be used for ecological mitigation/remediation required as a result of a specific development 
scheme and providing for appropriate biodiversity mitigation and compensation. 
 
National P lanning Policy 
 

3.7 Paragraph 190 sets out that when determining planning applications, if significant harm to 
biodiversity resulting from a development cannot be avoided, adequately mitigated, or as a last 
resort, compensated for, then planning should be refused. 
 
 

4.0 Existing Buildings  
 

4.1 The Council have suggested that the retention of the existing buildings would be preferable in 
terms of biodiversity. The Local Plan allocates the Site as part of a Core Employment Area and we 
consider that the retention of the building is unfeasible given:  
 
• The existing buildings are not suitable for employment purposes, with regards the need to 

meet modern standards. Furthermore, the market advice from JLL and Logix sets out, that 
due to the building’s structural make up, they have little occupier appeal.  

• In addition, there is also a reasonable fallback position1, with regards the extant prior 
approvals on the site, for change of use from Class B1(a) to C3, allowing for 55 flats to occupy 
the site. This conversion would be movement away from the site’s allocated, intended use for 
employment purposes, situated within one of Reading’s industrial estates. 

 
1 Noting that the Council have now introduced an Article 4 across the Bennet Court industrial estate area, this demonstrates that 
the Council want to prevent further changes of use to residential dwellings in this area, and therefore maintain existing 
employment sites.  
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4.2 As such, the retention of the existing building is unfeasible and its redevelopment in line with the 
aspirations of the Local Plan is the best option.  
 

5.0 Proposed Building 
 

5.1 As set out above, the redevelopment of the Site within the Core Employment Area for modern 
employment uses is supported. In order to provide maximum benefits, the scheme has been 
designed in a specific way. This is because:  
 

• The proposed development has been designed to be market facing, in order to address the 
need for the proposed building and associated size. The market advice has set out that 
demand is for Grade A/Grade B refurbished space, where the offering includes a high level 
of ESG provision including car charging points and PV/solar panels.  

5.2 In addition to this, the proposed building would also provide a number of other benefits against 
the existing situation: 
 

• Highway Benefit: The proposed building will improve the existing highway position, 
specifically in relation to traffic generation. The proposed development would lead to a 
reduction in vehicle movements throughout the day, specifically 21 two-way vehicle trips 
in the morning and 30 two-way trips in the evening, equating to 51 two-way vehicle trips 
per day.  
 

• Carbon Benefit: As set out above and within the market evidence, the current building is 
not fit for purpose. However, the proposed building has been designed to be capable of 
achieving an ‘Outstanding’ rating under BREEAM Assessment Scheme. Furthermore, the 
development is designed with an enhanced building fabric to improve thermal performance. 
Consequently, the scheme will achieve a minimum EPC rating of ‘A’, although a rating of 
‘A+’ will be targeted.  
 

6.0 Ecological Considerations 
 

6.1 In addition to the above, it is considered that there are a number of considerations relating to the 
habitat on the Site and how this is calculated. 
 

6.2 Natural England’s Biodiversity Metric is a blunt tool for measuring biodiversity value using proxy 
figures. In many cases, very broad habitat descriptions are used that often are not influenced by 
specific species compositions. In the example of modified grassland (which dominates the current 
greenspace on Site) the limited requirements are that it is dominated by palatable grasses and the 
range of species included are very common and widespread; thus not fully representative of 
valuable habitats from an ecological perspective.  
 

6.3 Furthermore, the condition assessment criteria are similarly broad. For modified grasslands, six 
species per m2 are all that is required to achieve the non-negotiable criteria for this habitat – 
regardless of species composition. In examples such as the grassland present on site, this is to be 
expected, as urban grasslands are often subject to a level of disturbance that allows tolerant 
species such as large plantain Plantago major, white clover Trifolium pratense or creeping 
buttercup Ranunculus repens to establish, thus increasing the species content. Other example 
criteria include scrub and bracken having <10% and 20% percentage cover respectively and the 
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sward height being varied (again with easily achievable heights of part of the sward being >20cm 
and others less than 7cm). It is entirely expected that such grassland as those present on site will 
achieve a ‘good’ condition, but these are not considered to represent an example of a ‘good’ 
ecologically valuable habitat. Consequently, it is our view that the metric will often result in a high 
baseline figure for such urban sites, based upon frequently disturbed existing grassland. 
 

6.4 Furthermore, certain enhancements won’t be captured by the relatively crude criteria within the 
metric for modified grassland. For example, the proposals have now been amended to include 
native species rich seed sowing to replace the frontage grassland including a range of shade-
tolerant species which will thrive under new individual tree planting. This is considered to be an 
enhancement that will boost the botanical diversity of the grassland, but this will not be captured 
by the simple criteria that just requires 6 species per m2. 
 

6.5 However, our client’s Ecologist (FPCR) have explored all options in order to achieve on-site 
biodiversity net gain. As such, the amended layout represents an opportunity to achieve a net gain 
for both habitat units and hedgerow units.  

 

7.0 Proposed Amendments  
 

7.1 Notwithstanding the above, it is acknowledged that habitat creation on site needs to be maximised. 
As such, the below amendments have been made to the scheme:  
 

• Retained grassland will be enhanced through the introduction of a native species-rich seed 
mix to the north-east and the introduction of more favourable management regime. 

• Grassland along frontage will be replaced with native species rich seed mix.  
• Additional tree planting along the frontage of Bennet Road.  
• Native shrub planting to include a range of flowering and fruit bearing specimens. 
• Native hedge planting.  
• Bat, bird and invertebrate features (the value of these are not captured by the metric). 
• Green roof on the cycle store facility. 

 
 

8.0 Conclusion  
 

8.1 In summary, Policy EN12 of Reading’s Local Plan sets out that ‘development should not result in 
a net loss of biodiversity and geodiversity, and should a provide a net gain for biodiversity 
wherever possible.’ Furthermore, Policy EN12 outlines that in exceptional circumstances, where 
the need for the development outweighs the need to the protect the site, and it is dem onst ra ted  
tha t  the  im pact s  cannot  be avo ided, m i t iga ted or  com pensated for  on-s i t e , t hen  new  
deve lopm ent  w i l l  p rov ide  o f f -s i t e  com pensat ion  t o  ensu re  t ha t  t here  i s  no  net  loss  o f  
b iod ivers i t y . Consequently, Policy EN12 does set out that where the impact cannot be avoided, 
mitigated or compensated for on-site, off-site compensation is adequate to enable no net loss.  
 

8.2 Following further work by our client’s Ecologist, FPCR, additional landscaping has been 
incorporated to the design and layout of the site, in order to achieve a Biodiversity Net Gain on-
site of +7.95% habitat units and +2.67% hedgerow units. As such, the proposed development 
complies with Policy EN12. 
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8.3 Policy EN18 states that ‘where possible, SUDs provision should maximise ecological benefits,’ 
however due to the nature of this site and the building footprint requirement in line with market 
need, it is not possible to do so. Thus, noting the Policy’s reference to ‘w here  poss ib l e ,’ it is not 
possible to do so and has been demonstrated throughout as to why.  
 

8.4 This response sets out why the existing building is insufficient to serve its’ purpose for future 
employment use, in-line with the site’s allocation, and hence the need for redevelopment of the 
site, to ensure a sufficient, market facing, sustainable building can be accommodated to provide 
long term economic sustainability for the site.  
 

8.5 In addition, Natural England’s Biodiversity Net Gain Metric is restrictive and has limitations, as 
presented, which impacts upon the baseline BNG calculation for the site. Notwithstanding this, 
addition landscaping has been provided, in order to ensure that there is no net loss of biodiversity 
have been set out, ensuring accordance with Policy EN12.  
 

8.6 Alternatively, the extant consent for the site will be pursued, which would result in the loss of 
employment land, and introduce a residential element within an existing, wider industrial estate.  

     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 
 

Appendix 1 – Ecology Comments  
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Memo 
To: Jonathan Markwell     

From: Cathy Holwill (RBC Ecology Consultations) 

CC:  

Date: 28 February 2023 

Re: Application ref: 221563 

Address: Bennet Court Bennet Road Reading  RG2 0QX 

Description: Demolition of existing buildings and erection of one industrial building for flexible 
industrial processes (Use Class E (g)(iii)), general industrial (Class B2) or storage or distribution 
(Class B8) uses with ancillary offices, and all other ancillary and enabling works including altered 
access, on-site parking, landscaping, drainage, engineering and boundary treatment works. 

 

The application site is an area of land in a predominantly light industrial area of South Reading.  It 
comprises two large two storey detached office buildings surrounded by hardstanding, hedges 
and some ornamental planting.  It is proposed to demolish the existing buildings and remove 
ornamental shrubs, grassland, hedgerows and a line of trees, to allow the construction of a 
warehouse and offices with associated parking, hardstanding and soft landscaping. 

An Ecology Report from FCPR has been submitted with the application.    This includes a bat roost 
assessment of the two buildings which were assessed as having moderate suitability to host 
roosting bats.  Two bat emergence/ re-entry surveys were carried out on consecutive days at the 
end of September (outside the bat survey season) and the report states “it is considered that the 
buildings are unlikely to be used as a bat roost”  The report does not provide details of the 
surveyors who carried out the survey, start and end times, locations of surveyors,  details of the 
weather conditions etc and has therefore not been produced in accordance with the Bat 
Conservation Trust’s bat Survey Guidelines.   

Bat Conservation Trust’s Bat Survey Guidelines state that to determine the presence or absence of 
bats where the building has been assessed as having “moderate” suitability for use by roosting 
bats (as is the case here) two dusk emergence / pre-dawn re-entry bat surveys need to be carried 
out.  Surveys need to be carried out between May and September, with at least one taking place 
in the optimum period of May to August (inclusive), and with at least one being a pre-dawn 
survey.  

As such, at present there is insufficient information for the council to determine this application.  A 
bat survey report, produced in accordance with the Bat Conservation Trust’s Bat Survey Guidelines 
will need to be submitted before this application can be determined or alternatively the 
application would need to be refused on the grounds that insufficient information has been 
provided to determine the likely impact of the proposals on bats.  Further details are given below:  

Planning policy and legislation 

All species of bats receive special protection under UK law and it is a criminal offence under the 
Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981 (as amended) and The Conservation of Habitats and Species 
Regulations 2010 (The Habitat Regulations), deliberately or recklessly to destroy or damage their 

Planning 
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roosts, or to disturb, kill or injure them without first having obtained the relevant licence for 
derogation from the regulations from the Statutory Nature Conservation Organisation (the SNCO - 
Natural England in England). 

If a bat roost will be affected by the works, a licence for development works affecting bats (i.e. for 
derogation from the provisions of the Habitat Regulations) will need to be obtained before works 
which could impact upon the roost can commence.  This involves submitting a licence application 
to Natural England with a detailed mitigation plan informed by surveys undertaken in accordance 
with national guidelines.   

Paragraph 99 of the government Circular 06/05: Biodiversity and Geological Conservation - 
Statutory Obligations and Their Impact Within The Planning System (this document has not been 
revoked by the National Planning Policy Framework) states that:  

“It is essential that the presence or otherwise of protected species, and the extent that they 
may be affected by the proposed development, is established before the planning permission 
is granted, otherwise all relevant material considerations may not have been addressed in 
making the decision. The need to ensure ecological surveys are carried out should therefore 
only be left to coverage under planning conditions in exceptional circumstances, with the 
result that the surveys are carried out after planning permission has been granted.” 

In this case, since 1) the extent to which bats (which are a protected species) may be affected by 
the proposals has not been established, and 2) there appear to be no “exceptional 
circumstances”, the application would not be in accordance with the above planning policy. 

Further survey requirements 

The Bat Conservation Trust’s Bat Survey Guidelines state that to determine the presence or 
absence of bats where the building has been assessed as having “moderate” suitability for use by 
roosting bats (as is the case here) two dusk emergence / pre-dawn re-entry bat surveys need to be 
carried out.  Surveys need to be carried out between May and September, with at least one taking 
place in the optimum period of May to August (inclusive), and with at least one being a pre-dawn 
survey. 

Biodiversity Net gain 

The development will lead a biodiversity net loss of -76.79%.   The report states:  

Options including the installation of a green roof on the building, retaining more of the 
existing grassland on the site, creating further areas of grassland on the site, and creating 
grassland in favour of introduced shrub planting were explored. However, it was concluded 
following these investigations that the proposed development does not have the capacity to 
result in a biodiversity net gain in terms of habitats.  

Paragraph 180 of the NPPF (2021) states: 

When determining planning applications, local planning authorities should apply the 
following principles:  

a) if significant harm to biodiversity resulting from a development cannot be avoided 
(through locating on an alternative site with less harmful impacts), adequately mitigated, 
or, as a last resort, compensated for, then planning permission should be refused; 

And EN12 of the Reading local Plan which reads: 

On all sites, development should not result in a net loss of biodiversity and geodiversity, and 
should provide a net gain for biodiversity wherever possible. Development should:  

Protect and wherever possible enhance features of biodiversity interest on and 
adjacent to the application site, incorporating and integrating them into 
development proposals wherever practicable; and  

Provide new tree planting, wildlife friendly landscaping and ecological enhancements 
(such as wildlife ponds, bird and bat boxes) wherever practicable. 
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 In exceptional circumstances where the need for development clearly outweighs the need to 
protect the value of the site, and it is demonstrated that the impacts cannot be: 1) avoided; 2) 
mitigated or; 3) compensated for on-site; then new development will provide off-site 
compensation to ensure that there is “no net loss” of biodiversity. Provision of off-site 
compensation shall be calculated in accordance with nationally or locally recognised guidance 
and metrics. It should not replace existing alternative habitats, and should be provided prior 
to development. […] 

A mitigation hierarchy approach, as set out in paragraph 118 of the NPPF, will be used to 
consider the loss of on-site biodiversity. In exceptional circumstances where the benefits of 
development outweigh the loss, and where the mitigation hierarchy has been followed, off-
site compensation may be acceptable. 

The proposals will lead to an outsize building and will lead to a large loss of biodiversity which, 
unless it could be demonstrated that there are no suitable alternatives, would not accord with the 
above policies.  The council will need to decide whether the loss of biodiversity in this area of 
Reading is acceptable and if so, whether the loss of biodiversity will need to be addressed by off-
site provision.   



 
 

 
 

Appendix 2 – Policy EN12, Reading Local Plan 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 








	



