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Memo

To:
Alison Amoah, Planning
From:
Andrei Nazare, Natural Environment Officer, Planning 

CC:

Date:
1st March 2021
Re:
Consultation on an Application
Application No: 201853/FUL
Address: Brunel Retail Park, Rose Kiln Lane, Reading
Proposal: Demolition of existing buildings; erection of 2no. buildings for use within Classes E(g)(iii), B2 and B8, along with access and servicing arrangements, car parking, landscaping and associated works.
This large, 3.5ha site is one of the dominating views of Rose Kiln Lane and is located in Whitley, a ward with just 8% canopy cover. Rose Kiln Lane is a busy route, connecting two adjacent traffic corridors, Basingstoke Road and A33. On both western and eastern ends, the site is just slightly short on touching the AQMA, therefore any significant canopy cover changes on site arguably directly affects air quality within the AQMAs. In this context, enhancing the vegetation cover on this site is important due to it’s overriding role in the character of the area.
It is also subject to TPO 118/05 for a mature London Plane located on the north-eastern boundary (T1 of tree survey). At the moment, as all other frontage trees lining the site’s boundary with Rose Kiln lane, this TPO tree benefits from ample space for crown growth with no pressure from existing development.
It is noteworthy that two phases are proposed for completing this development. Currently, we assess the two as a whole, but if this planning permission deals with the site in two phases, the Arboricultural Method Statement and the rest of the relevant tree documents will have to account for that situation.
With reference to the Proposed Landscaping Scheme Drg. No. 03 Rev A dated 14.10.20, Design and Access Statement dated 28.10.20 and the Tree Survey Report Rev A dated 25.11.20, I note the following:
Trees

The tree survey identified 11 individual and 5 groups of trees on site. Assessment based on BS 5837:2012 revealed the trees are in good condition, set to provide many years of benefits on site: 1 category A tree, 8 category B trees and 2 category C trees. The groups of trees have all been assigned as category B. However, it is unfortunate that removal of two frontage (T8 Aspen and T3 London Plane) category B trees is necessary due to chosen design of the car park layout and servicing yard for Unit 1. Category B trees are expected to provide benefits for more than 20 years so there is significant loss attributed to this removal. Due to its location, removal of T8 will have limited impact of visual amenity, however, in the case of T3, it’s removal will be of significant impact due to its prominent location on the frontage. Therefore, consideration to proposed parking adjacent or overlapping current position of T3 should be given in order to avoid the loss of an established, healthy, frontage Plane tree.

The car park layout cannot be altered to retain the tree without the loss of car parking spaces which are included in line with parking quantity standards.  By way of compensation for the loss of T3, a new semi-mature 20-25cm girth, 6m high replacement London Plan has been included in the landscaped area adjacent to the new car park

It is unfortunate, both in terms of natural environment and in terms of resources spent in the process, that an established tree is being removed purely due to the applicant’s chosen layout (and associated required parking spaces) and for it to be replaced with a new tree at a slightly different location – just a couple of metres away. Under normal circumstances we would ask for a 2:1 ratio for replacement planting. However, on balance, given the space restrictions in the immediate surrounding area, both for crown and for root growth, and the newly proposed tree line (5 trees) along the Unit B’s access route, we consider this concern properly addressed and no longer forms the basis of our objection.
Unit B’s north-eastern corner is too close to an existing young London plane tree T6. This tree species is expected to grow a large, extended crown and it needs space to do so. This is a category B tree that will provide benefits and grow for at least 20 more years, therefore this projection’s relation to proposed development will escalate to pruning pressure or nuisance. The Arboricultural Implications Assessment does not address this matter, which it should.
Section 5 – Arboricultural Implications Assessment has been updated to assess the proximity of the Unit B to T6.  Please see 5.3 for details.
The indicative distances drawn on the updated plan shows the tree’s trunk is growing approximately 6.5m away from the proposed Unit B’s north-east corner. Section 5.3 of the AIA explains the tree’s current crown should double in size to fill the space to the building. It further states the tree is not expected to reach its full crown size potential, which is 7.5-10m radius, within the next 50 years – therefore concludes there is no immediate foreseeable impact on or pressure to prune the tree following development. This too is no longer a concern in terms of proximity, but the comments made in relation to the existing lamppost and totem raise a new question.  It appears from plans that neither of these are retained?  If so, how are they to be removed?  This needs arb input in the AIA/AMS
Tree report updated to deal with this point. 
The Tree Survey Report Section 1.2 of the Introduction page refers to a wrong address, somewhere at Ashley Lane, Bournemouth, unrelated to the proposed site. This should be amended with the appropriate address. It also refers to the two proposed buildings as Units 1&2, disregarding the fact that on all other documentation (DAS, Landscaping Scheme plan, block plan) these are referred as Units A&B – consistency across plans is required.
The address has been corrected and the building references changed from 1&2 to A&B to be consistent with the DAS.

Amendment noted. 

Sections 4.11, 4.12 and 4.13 on Root Protection Area, of the same document as above, state that RPAs are unlikely to follow an exact circle and will probably be more elliptical in shape or does not show symmetry due to soil volume constraints as well as that the availability of water, nutrients, oxygen and soil penetrability. However, the survey plans show all RPAs as circles and I would question why they have not been adjusted due to evident services in the Rose Kiln Lane pavement and to focus on the soft landscape areas in which they stand. Therefore, the proposed development’s impact on existing trees’ RPAs is not reliable as the RPA is not accurately shown on plans in relation to likely rooting pattern.
The RPA circles represent the rooting area as calculated by BS5837 which is the theoretical area in which the roots of a tree are likely to be present based on the diameter of the trunk.  Where ground conditions are believed to have constrained the development of the trees roots, the RPA can be adjusted to a more elliptical shape to better represent the likely location of the spread of roots below ground.  Any alterations to the circular RPA must retain the same m² area of the calculated circle in accordance with the British Standard.  The RPA’s have been adjusted accordingly and now shown on the Tree Protection Plan 02B.
The relevant plans now show the adjusted RPAs and the ground protection and tree protection fencing have been amended to account for the new shape, which is what we asked in the first place. This matter no longer forms the basis of our objection.

Section 6.4 regarding tree pruning, of the same document as above, confirms there is no work proposed to the TPO London Plane tree. Section 6.3 states that existing trees’ canopies overhang the site and may require access facilitation pruning and Section 6.5 provides a detailed description of how the pruning operations must be carried out. However, the Tree Survey Report does not indicate which trees are considered for the said pruning works – which is required and should be provided. It is important to appreciate the required extent of facilitative pruning as part of the assessment of the impact of the proposals.
Access facilitation pruning is required where existing trees overhang the boundary and/or areas where construction is required.  This only applies to G3 on the western boundary and therefore the report has been updated to indicate which trees require pruning as requested.  Please see 6.6 in the report for details.
I note both Section 6.6 and 6.8 of the report address and provide specifications for the works required to prune some of the trees forming G3. I stress on the statement of 6.8: ‘pruning must be carried in accordance with BS3998 British Standard Tree Work - Recommendations 2010 by a competent tree surgeon’, which is necessary to secure the health of the trees following said pruning works. 

This has been made bold to emphasise the point.
Significant hardstanding area, along the Rose Kiln Lane frontage, will be converted from hard to soft surfacing to form a ‘new native shelterbelt’. It is implied that conversion works will be carried out within existing trees’ RPAs, possibly including the TPO tree, but the AMS does not mention this or how it will be done. This is an important omission that needs to be addressed and no harm to roots of retained trees must be demonstrated, else the implied works are unacceptable.
The report has been updated to include details for the careful removal of kerbs and hard standing with the RPA’s of existing trees to be retained in order to create a soft landscaped area.  Please see 6.11 to 6.14 in the report for details.
Arboricultural supervision is provisioned for works within (albeit by hand) the root protection area of existing trees during conversion of hard to soft surfacing by Section 14 of Appendix 3. It should be remembered that creation of soft landscape areas should be in accordance with BS3882:2015 Topsoil in relation to ensuring suitable depths of soil (sub + top) for shrubs and trees – this can be addressed in the landscape details.  
Added to both tree report and landscape details to emphasise the point.
In relation to the point above, the current temporary fencing provision shown on the Tree Protection Plan (TPP) does not account for the 2 stages/locations protective fences that will be required: the one shown on the plans, protecting the entire RPA of the existing trees during construction works, and a second one, closer to the tree’s trunk, protecting the tree during conversion of hard to soft landscaping/surfacing. I expect at least 2 fencing locations, with appropriate timelines or schedule of works, must be shown to appropriately demonstrate lack of harm to existing trees. I note Section 6.2 of Tree Protection Method Statement validates my concern by permitting ‘a set-back in the alignment of the tree protection barrier’.
The Tree Protection Plan has been updated to show the 2 stage positions for the protective fencing.  The Report has also been updated to explain the timelines for each location.  Please see 6.3 to 6.5 for details.
The amended Tree Protection Plan and Tree Protection Method Statement now account for the required 2 stage protection fencing, thus our objection on this regard is dismissed.

Section 14.0 ‘On Site Monitoring Regime’ of the Appendix C: Method Statement for Tree Protection, nor any other section of any tree documents, does not provisions qualified arboricultural supervision on key stages of development e.g. after all temporary tree protection measures are erected but before commencement of any construction works, during construction works, between phases 1 and 2. All supervision and monitoring responsibility is discharged to the ‘main contractor’ and the ‘site manager’, which is unacceptable. A comprehensive schedule for when an Arboricultural consultant should be present on site and what actions are part of the monitoring must be included in the AMS.
The report has been updated to stipulate supervision by an Arboricultural Consultant and a schedule for when the Consultant should be on site to supervise has been provided.  Please see 14.0 in Appendix C for details.

Amendment approved and objection is dismissed.

Landscaping

The Proposed Landscaping Scheme plan indicates shelterbelt planting on the western boundary appears to be outside the red line – clarification is required.
Amendment noted: no more planting outside the red line is provisioned.

Part of the shelterbelt planting is located adjacent or even under the existing trees’ large crowns, the most prominent example being the area around the TPO tree. It should be noted that careful consideration must be taken for species and their tolerance to shade and resource scarcity, especially water, due to increased competition in order to guarantee a sustainable establishment.

A shade tolerant ground flora mix has been introduced within the shelterbelt planting where this is present in proximity to the canopies of the existing trees to be retained.  Please see Landscaping drawing 03B for details.

Noted. Will be secured via condition.

The Design and Access Statement sets a landscape strategy that aims to provide an enhanced external environment with increased biodiversity and achieve ecological enhancement. However, the species selection for the new specimen tree planting is strongly defined by its ornamental character, with some of the cultivar choices having a narrower crown spread then their common counterparts. There is space for some large canopy species and that should be utilised for the larger environmental benefits provided by these.  Large canopy species request is supported by our SPD on sustainable design and construction and our new Tree Strategy (at least).  Also those proposed are smaller (in height) than the common species, e.g. the C.betulus Lucas is 7-12m high at maturity whereas C.betulus is 17-22m, Sorbus aria ‘Lutescens’ 7-10m vs common Whitebeam 15m. Given the tree loss and impact this development has on existing vegetation, the species proposed for planting should maximise the space available and use opportunities for large crowns – both on a visual amenity value, as well as to increase the capacity of rain water retention along with other benefits.
The tree species have been altered to common species rather than their smaller cultivars.  Please see Please see Landscaping drawing 03B for details.

Noted. Objection dismissed.

The Design and Access Statement is not updated to reflect the amendments discussed above. – Landscape Strategy Plan, 10.4 Site Opportunities.
Species have been changed. 
I also note the indicative tree species photographs on DAS page 29 are not all the same cultivars listed on Proposed Landscape Scheme plan. Some of the pictures show the common varieties that grow to ultimately larger sizes than those proposed.

The tree species specified are now common rather than cultivars as per the species photographs with the DAS.

Noted. Objection dismissed.

The extensive space along the Unit B’s access route as well as throughout the parking (down the centre line) should be considered for planting to increase the share of soft landscaping in this predominantly hard landscape (buildings + hard surfacing) proposal, which is necessary. As it is, this proposal allocates a slim percentage of the site to new planting – probably in the area of 5-8%. For a fully redevelopment of the site, considering the SUD requirements, a more extensive provision for new planting must be considered, or justification on why it is not should be provided.
The proposed layout for the scheme has been designed to provide a commercially viable development and whilst soft landscaping has been provided within the layout, the amount of car parking and buildings are a reflection of the requirements for this development.  However, in order to introduce some softening to the centre line access route for Unit B, a row of proposed new trees have been included to form a tree lined access adjacent to the car park of Unit B which will contribute to breaking up the expanse of hard surfacing and help the visual amenity of this prominent frontage.
The newly proposed 10 trees to be planted along the Unit B’s access route is a positive and well received amendment. I note all species are native and there is enough space for crown growth.

These trees are surrounded by hard surfacing hence specially designed tree pits utilising root cells will be required to ensure suitable root volume and suitable ground conditions (no compaction over time) for root exploration.  Details need to be provided – this can be prior to a decision or via condition at the application’s discretion.
Please can we review wording of the condition. 
Moreover, modern greening solutions that apply exceptionally well in these circumstances (large buildings), such as green walls or green roofs, have been wholly disregarded and no explanation has been provided for doing so. The proposed buildings are greater in mass and street appearance than the existing one, which enforces the opportunity to break the street perspective via green walls. Provisions for green walls, or an explanation on their unsuitability for this design, should be provided in order to demonstrate appropriate consideration for landscaping principles.
The planning consultants working on behalf of the client will provide an explanation why the suggested elements have not been included.

  I note that Charlotte Williams’ email of 16/3/21 states: ‘In response to the comments regarding green roofs / green walls, as explained at the pre-application meeting, we have not provided these as part of the proposed development, as they are not viable for the applicant given the cost of installation and maintenance’.  This is disappointing.  It is appreciated that they will add cost but the use of such greening solutions is supported by policy and could be dismissed by all developers as adding cost.  I will leave the planning case officer to consider this in ‘on balance’ consideration of the scheme.
DAS Section 12 relates to responding to the climate emergency but there is no mention of natural environment lead SUDs in this – for the ‘water management & conservation’ section on P.35 it only refers to artificial ‘SUDs drainage systems’.  This is a total redevelopment of the site which should factor in ‘soft’ SUDs to improve biodiversity and runoff levels.  Also, this can help filter pollutants – note P. 35 ‘Hydrocarbon traps positioned around the perimeter of the car parking areas where necessary’.  Again, natural SUDs and the increased benefits from these can help mitigate the increased built form.  This will require some creative thinking and assessment of the gradient of the land to determine what is possible.

The proposal is assigning an overwhelming share of the available space on site to hard landscaping, which is not acceptable in the given context. If appropriate consideration for natural environment should be given, the scale of the buildings would be redesigned and more space would be allocated for frontage planting, both in higher number of trees we well as in ultimate species crown sizes. The Council’s 2019 Climate Emergency Declaration, EN14 Trees, Hedges and Woodlands as well as our Tree Strategy support the above requests for more planting and modern green walls provisions, as does the site’s location in a low canopy ward.
This comment was not addressed. It is unfortunate that significant frontage planting, which provides the most amenity value, is not possible due to the design choice. It is equally disappointing that yet again a developer has taken the easier option in relation to SUDs rather than being soft landscape led.
With regards to the Proposed Landscaping Scheme, I note the lack of watering schedule for the new vegetation (required weekly from April to October for the first 2 growing seasons). The document mentions the watering operation as part of the 12 maintenance visits per year, which is not enough. Between April-October there should be at least 28 (7 months * 4 times/ month) distinct visits to water the trees. For future reference, these details can be corrected and secured by condition, once everything else is accepted.
The Maintenance & Management Plan notes on the Landscaping drawing have been updated to include a description of the watering regime mentioned in the above note.

Noted. Objection dismissed.  However, a condition will be recommended for a comprehensive Landscape Management Plan.
Please can we review the condition? 
I cannot see that proposals for routes of services into the site have been provided.  This is required to demonstrate lack of conflict with retained trees and proposed trees.
Service routes are not fully known at this stage, however this would be addressed as part of a planning condition to co-ordinate the services provision for the site and the tree planting in order to prevent conflict between the two elements.  The landscaping and services would be adjusted accordingly at that stage to avoid each other and the final landscaping scheme submitted for approval would show the service locations to demonstrate there is no conflict.

Service routes layout details will be secured via condition.
Noted. Please can we review the condition? 
In conclusion, the natural environment related documents provided at this stage show a number of technical inconsistencies and inaccuracies, do not demonstrate acceptability in relation to trees and the landscaping principles have not been satisfactory demonstrated, therefore the application is not currently supported on tree or landscape grounds. A back-and-forth discussion with the applicant based on the above feedback should ensue in order to improve the proposal, in case planning permission is considered.
We hope the amended information now better satisfies your requirements and address the concerns sufficiently for the proposals to be supported.

There are some outstanding issues, as mentioned above and could be dealt with via condition which at this point would be for Landscaping (hard and soft), services, tree pits; along with a Landscape Management and also a final Arb Method Statement.  In relation to the latter, a pre-commencement condition could be avoided by an amendment dealing with any removal of existing signs and lighting (and other structures), not just in relation to T6 mentioned but in relation to all retained trees.
Dealt with in revised version of Tree Survey. 
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