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DESIGN & ACCESS STATEMENT

Site and Surrounding Area
9 Castle Street is part of a terrace of listed properties which lie on the southern side of Castle St Reading in St. Mary’s Butts/Castle Street Conservation Area. It’s most distinguishing feature is its southern elevation facing onto Castle Street (See site photos)

Planning History and Context
There is no relevant recent planning history on the site. The building was previously used as commercial offices, which became vacant in December 2019. They had been marketed unsuccessfully for a several months prior to becoming vacant.

Proposed Development
The proposal is to convert the property into 3 x 1 bed and 2 x 2 bed self-contained apartments, with an addition pedestrian access to the rear via Simmonds Street. 

The Property
The Property is a Grade II Listed Building (NHLE: 1154642) and is described by the Listing Information held by Historic England as: 
“Mid-late C18. 3 storeys and basement. The date of listing is 14th December 1978. The property has not been inspected since Listing.
The description in the Listing Information is confined to the front elevation of the property. Observations suggest that the description is correct, apart from the ground floor shop windows, which at some point  have been replaced with bays. The rear of the property is largely concealed by a two-storey, red brick extension under a flat roof with a partially submerged basement.(See site photos). 
A more detailed description is contained in the Interim Heritage Assessment Report (attached) The full Heritage Report will be following shortly.

Planning Policy Context 
The planning policy context consists of:
• National Planning Policy Framework 2019
• Reading Local Plan adopted November 2019


The NPPF
Para 185. Plans should set out a positive strategy for the conservation and enjoyment of the historic environment, including heritage assets most at risk through neglect, decay or other threats. This strategy should take into account: 
a) the desirability of sustaining and enhancing the significance of heritage assets, and putting them to viable uses consistent with their conservation;
The need for city centre office accommodation (especially without parking) is diminishing rapidly and the current Covid 19 pandemic has shown that more and more people can work very successfully from home on a permanent basis. Consequently the only realistic way of maintaining the fabric of a heritage asset such as 9 Castle Street is for it to be used for residential purposes.

The Local Plan
Policy EN1` Protection and Enhancement of the Historic Environment
Historic features, areas of historic importance and other elements of the historic environment, including their settings will be protected and where possible enhanced. All proposals will be expected to protect and where possible enhance the significance of heritage assets and their settings, the historic character and local distinctiveness of the area in which they are located.

The proposed alterations, which form part of this planning application, are aimed to preserve the character and integrity of the listed building in accordance with the above policy, and are detailed in the accompanying drawings. Due to the minimal external alterations, none of which concern the front elevation to Castle Street, the proposals are  considered to preserve the building’s positive contribution to the St. Mary’s Butts/Castle Street Conservation Area, and therefore the character and appearance of the Conservation Area itself.
As a result, this application is considered to satisfy the requirements of Policy EN1 Protection and Enhancement of the Historic Environment. 
Trees & Parking
There are two trees at the rear of the adjoining site which make a positive contribution to the conservation area, at least one of which is subject to a TPO. 
The proposal seeks to retain them however there may be a requirement to trim some overhanging branches of one of them where there is a risk of them causing roof damage to the rear extension of the listed building. (see Tree Pics 1 & 2 )
There is no car parking provision for the site either now or in the past, however, provision is being make for lockable Sheffield cycle racks to be provided at the rear. (See Layout 8 )

POLICY H8: Residential Conversions
Proposals to convert buildings into self-contained flats or for multiple occupation will be assessed against the impact on the amenity and character of the surrounding area, particularly in terms of intensification of activity, loss of privacy, loss of external amenity space, the provision and location of adequate on-site car parking and the treatment of bin storage areas and other related servicing.
The proposal is for the change of use of an existing listed building and very few external alterations are proposed. The sense of enclosure provided by the uniform character of the building when read in context with this section of Castle St will remain unchanged.
The building has been used as commercial offices for a number of years when up to 10/15 people were employed. The proposal for five apartments, of which three are single bedded units, consequently there will be no intensification of activity when compared to the previous use.  

CR6: Living in Central Reading
4.4.57 Residential conversions have an important role to play in housing land supply in Reading. The subdivision of large houses has often enabled renovation and affordable maintenance of properties. Conversion to flats has also added a valuable supply of reasonably low cost private rented accommodation, meeting a need in the market. Generally, conversions provide for a market need for small, flexibly let accommodation.
The proposed design comprises five residential units. The internal layout of the units is driven by the positions of the existing window openings, which are period features and will add to the special character of the proposed high quality apartments. 
Castle Street is a popular residential location which can be demonstrated by other similar conversion projects nearby. The flats are generous is size and the site location is suitable for residential use, given its high level of public transport accessibility and proximity to employment, shopping and leisure opportunities within Reading’s Central Area. The proposal therefore, meets the objectives of Policy CR6.

New Rear Access
The main access to the building is from Castle Street. In case of emergency there is a rear exit from the building into the small rear garden which backs onto Simmonds Street. However, in the event of such an emergency, there is no way of escaping from the garden area other than by jumping over the wall down onto Simmonds Street which is some 2 m below, and which would be completely impractical for anyone with a disability.

This application incorporates a new pedestrian access from the rear garden down to Simmonds Street, which entails constructing some appropriate steps and hand rails between the two levels and creating an opening in the stone wall that forms the boundary of the application site. 
This also provides an opportunity to make provision for waste collection from Simmonds Street and to provide a Sheffield cycle rack within the garden. This proposal was the subject of Pre App Ref191858/PREAPP report dated 18/12/2019.

A wheel chair ramp has not been included on this occasion because the rear of the property is accessed by a flight of stairs. Disabled access is available to one of the proposed apartments through the front door from Castle St.

We have been informed that the grass verge between the Simmonds Street ‘hammerhead’ and the application site is not classified as highway land, however, it is within the ownership of Reading Borough Council, so an annual licence will be sought to permit pedestrian movements over the existing grass verge. ( see email dated 01/05/20 attached)

CONCLUSION 
[bookmark: _GoBack]It is considered that the proposal to convert the existing office building into five residential units is in line with local and national planning policy and will add to the provision of market housing in a desirable, central location. Consequently the Council is urged to give it favourable consideration.
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