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ACCESS, PLANNING AND HERITAGE STATEMENT

In respect of proposals to change the use of an existing two-storey night-club to community use class F2 at

112 London Street, Reading, Berkshire RG1 4SJ
1. ENVIRONS

The site is situated between St Giles Close and the west side of London Street, behind the three-storey Listed Building at Nos.110 and 114 London Street, with pedestrian access through a covered passageway between those two properties. Along with those, it lies at the edge of the Market Place/London Street Conservation Area, and is within a short walking distance to all the facilities in Reading town centre, to the Royal Berkshire Hospital, to places of worship, and to bus routes in London Road, Queen’s Road and central Reading; and a short cycle ride to local commercial facilities in Whitley Street, Earley Road and beyond. 
Surrounding buildings to the north of the site are in commercial use with a private car park to the rear.  The southern boundary is the remaining outside wall to an historic factory that manufactured metal containers for Huntley & Palmer’s biscuits, and which now separates the site from another private car park serving the large-scale residential development at 118-128 London Street.  This is a substantial four-storey building that dominates the southern part of the Conservation Area and adjoins a six storey residential building in Crown Street immediately outside the Conservation Area, but it is easily visible from it and from the rear site entrance in St Giles Close.
St Giles Close lies to the west of the site, and leads to a number of variously sized residential buildings, including the four-storey Nelson Mews just beyond the southern site boundary.
The Oracle multi-storey car park is a short walk away to the north of the site along London Street, itself being a bus route to and from the town centre and southern Reading.
2. THE SITE

112 London Street is currently a night-club forming a long rear projection behind 110 and 114 London Street westwards towards St Giles Close.  Apart from a passageway along the length of the northern boundary and the aforementioned covered passage from London Street, it occupies the entirety of the plot.  It has 2-3 storeys towards London Street and a relatively high single-storey section overlooking St Giles Close.  Generally the level of the western part of the site is about half a storey height below that of the easternmost part toward London Street.
The site is constrained to a long, broadly rectangular plot set between modern developments either side, the historic Listed Building in London Street, and the road to the rear. It is not one which could form part of a wider comprehensive scheme, and currently has little townscape merit other than the blank arcaded wall along its southern boundary.

It is, however, accessible for pedestrians from both St Giles Close and London Street by virtue of the established passageway between 110 and 114 London Street, and continuing along the northern boundary to St Giles Close.
3. PREVIOUS APPLICATIONS

3.1 First submission
An application, ref: 161935, for planning consent for 10 residential apartments was refused as of a poor design solution, providing substandard accommodation to the detriment of residential neighbours.  It also failed to contribute towards affordable housing or the Employment & Skills Plan. 
3.2 Second submission
An application, ref: 172213, for planning permission to replace the existing building by two residential blocks with 6 flats, was withdrawn.
3.3 Third submission

A formal pre-application submission, ref: 181576, was made on 4 September 2018, to develop the site either by rebuilding the popular night-club augmented by four new flats above; or by replacing the night-club with a four-storey block containing 5 flats.  The response of 28 January 2019 inter alia identified the following considerations:-

3.3.1. Loss of night-club:

In recognition of the disturbance that a night-club use can cause, including noise, vibration and anti-social behaviour, its removal from this area and its replacement with residential use was supported, there not being considered a planning policy conflict with the principle of removing the existing night-club use from this largely residential area.

3.3.2. Design and heritage

It was concluded that No.112 does not form part of the curtilage listing and no objection was raised to the removal of the existing building.
3.3.3. Former tin factory boundary wall:

Retention of the existing arcaded wall was strongly encouraged as an undesignated heritage asset.
3.3.4. Transport

There was no transport objection to the proposed parking provision being lower than the standards adopted in the council’s Parking Standards and Design SPD in view of the area being well served by public transport and the provision of secure bicycle storage.

4.0 CURRENT PROPOSALS

The current proposals are to change the use of this property from sui generis night-club to Community Use Class F2.
4.1. Existing Use
The current use of this site is as a night-club with a nominal capacity of 350 attendees.  While night-clubs qualify as their own sui generis planning use class, in practice it is close to planning use class F2 for community use where it has the space and facilities to cater for events attended by up to a similar number of people.  

4.2. Proposed Use

Use Class F2 includes shops of up to 280m2 where there is no other such facility within 1000m radius.  This would not apply to this application site as shops in the nearby town centre are well within that distance.  

This use class also includes areas or places for outdoor sport or recreation, but again this would not apply as the existing building would be retained, effectively preventing such outdoor activities.  Similarly the existing building and its site would not be suitable for use as an indoor or outdoor swimming pool or skating rink as it has neither facility available.
The current application is solely for a hall or meeting place for the principal use of the local community on the grounds of its similarity to the existing sui generis night-club use, including their shared need for transport links.  The new community use would have no more disruptive or antisocial effect on neighbouring users than the current night-club.
The dual access from both London Street and St Giles Close would be retained, and it is not proposed to carry out any physical alterations beyond upgrading existing facilities and carrying out necessary repairs to the existing fabric.  A discrete refuse store would be sited to one side of the courtyard, accessible from London Street.

4.3. Car parking

In view of the restrictive nature of the site, which has zero parking provision, existing car parking and public transport facilities in Reading town centre, and public transport routes in London Street and Silver Street would, as now, be the principal means by which non-local attendees would arrive at the venue.  It is understood from previous advice that this approach would be acceptable in this location.  

This is a highly accessible location, with access to high quality and frequent public transport and a short walk or cycle ride to a wide range of facilities.
4.4. Existing wall

The historical significance of the existing southern boundary wall would be retained, along with the rest of the buildings on site.
5.0. ACCESS

5.1 Specific Access Issues

The property is situated on a gently split-level site that is unlikely to provide unusual difficulties for those with mobility problems.   
The existing building is in general compliance with Part M of the Building Regulations, and most of the hall is accessible for wheelchair users.  
5.2 Access from Existing Transport Network

The site lies a short distance from public transport links to commercial facilities in Reading town centre and to destinations in all directions, and it is within walking distance of local commercial, religious and social establishments. 

5.3 Access Points and Layout

As now, the community centre would be approached from both St Giles Close and London Street using a passageway.  
5.4 Maintenance of Access

The existing access points are of robust hard materials requiring minimal maintenance.
6.0. CONCEPT
6.1 Government policy

To respond to government policy seeking to better utilise underused urban sites;

6.2 Use improvement

To change the existing non-conforming use to one that is more sympathetic to its residential surroundings and usable by those living nearby;

6.3 General principle

To bring an existing site into improved economic use without undue detriment to its surroundings, thereby maintaining the quality of the Conservation Area in a sustainable way and in the long-term public interest.

7.0. HERITAGE STATEMENT 
The site is situated near the western edge of the Market Place/London Street Conservation Area, in particular falling within designated Character Area 1: London Street and containing ‘...a few remaining 16th/17th century buildings...’.  The appraisal observes that ‘in the late 18th and 19th centuries, London Street was one of the fashionable parts of town, and many of the elegant houses which lined either side of the road still survive’.    The appraisal notes that these have been altered and are generally no longer in residential use, but that nevertheless ‘the properties add grandeur to the street scene’.
Between the site and London Street are Nos. 108 and 114, appearing to have been built c.1790 either side of a covered passage leading to the hall at No.112.   Both are listed and part of the older buildings.  

Historic England is recorded to have previously advised the local planning authority that ’while the passage to the hall is mentioned, the hall is not specifically included in the list description.  No.112 seems to have been walled off from 110 and 114 at the date of listing.  It had a completely separate entrance, through the passage, and there appears to have been no interconnection between the two.’  It was concluded that 112 is an independent building with its own curtilage, regardless of the fact that 110 and 112 were apparently occupied by the same organisation, namely the Ancient Order of Foresters.  As such, the hall is considered by Historic England to have been ‘...the principal building..., and their offices were ancillary to the hall, rather than vice versa.

The hall at No.112 is not identified in the appraisal as being of townscape merit, and indeed, makes no mention of it, although along its southern boundary is an unlisted brick wall of shallow blocked arches that is the last remaining element of the historically significant Huntley, Boone and Stevens Tin Works.  In view of its contribution to the character and appearance of the Conservation Area it is intended to retain this feature.  The historical context of the site is outlined in the appended extracts from a previous appraisal prepared by Pegasus Planning Group Ltd.

The existing building does not affect the street scene; the principal raison d’etre of the Conservation Area.  It therefore does not substantially detract from its qualities and, being located toward St Giles Close, is clearly separated from the neighbouring listed buildings.
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