
Planning

Memo

To:
Tom Bradfield, Planning
From:
Sarah Hanson, Natural Environment Officer, Planning 

CC:
 

Date:
5 December 2024
Re:
Consultation on an Application
Planning Application Ref: PL/24/1155
Application Type: Full planning permission

Address: JOHN LEWIS CUSTOMER COLLECTION POINT, CROSSLAND ROAD, READING, RG1 2HT

Proposal: Demolition of the existing building and redevelopment of the site comprising erection of a new building for up to 215 build to rent residential dwellings (Use Class C3) together with flexible commercial / community space (Use Class E/F1/F2), residents’ facilities, landscaping, public realm, amenity space, cycle parking and disabled car parking.

As you are aware, the site has been subject to pre-application discussion and initial comments were provided to you and latterly to the agent following an officer meeting with them.
As advised at pre-app  the site is in a low canopy area, adjacent to a ‘treed corridor’ (as defined in our adopted Tree Strategy), and in an AQMA hence is a high priority are for tree retention and planting / greening.

I note the red line on the Proposed Site Plan 08278-CJA-ZZ-ZZ-DR-A-0100 C.01:
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The red line does not accurately reflect land ownership hence I assume this is dealt with elsewhere, i.e. there’s a plan with a blue ownership line.
Trees

With reference to the TREE SURVEY & ARBORICULTURAL IMPACT ASSESSMENT AUGUST 2024:

This confirms removal of all trees and planting on site, consisting of: Ten individual trees and four hedge / shrub groups are to be removed to facilitate the Proposed Development; this includes nine trees classed as moderate quality (Category B), a single tree classed as low quality (Category C) and four hedge / shrub features classified as low quality (Category C).  The 9 Pyrus trees (and surrounding shrubs) on the Mill Lane frontage are Council owned and their removal has been agreed in principle, subject to replacement planting.  They should obviously NOT be removed until such time as an approved scheme is being implemented.

The document confirms the planting of 47 new trees, hence providing the required net gain with reference to EN14 and the adopted Tree Strategy.

In arguing the removing of the Pyrus to allow for the development, it is also advised on P.15 that: ‘Additionally, this species has low tolerance of shade and the new high rise building will cast near total shade on these trees for most of the year’.  The choice of new species should therefore take this shading into account.

The document is sufficient to justify tree removal, especially given the landscaping proposed.  No AMS is required due to no trees being retained.
Landscaping
General Arrangement – Public Realm and Landscaping plan SY743-000-0001 is noted.
With reference to the Design & Access Statement August 2024, 6.1 of the DAS shows the Proposed Ground Floor:
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Section 7 of the DAS briefly indicates the landscape design, explaining the landscape areas; the site dividing these largely into 3 areas: Mill Lane Frontage, Neighbourhood Garden (for the local community) and Wellness Garden (for residents). I note TVP have objected to the open Neighbourhood Garden so await confirmation as to whether a change is proposed.

7.1 briefly explains how BNG will be exceeded.

In relation to proposed green roofs, the location of these is shown on the roof plans in 8.4 & 8.5, of varying extents on the 5th, 6th, 7-9th & 10th Floors:
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I note the SY743-000-0002 General Arrangement - Overall Landscape plan indicates ‘biodiverse brown roofs’ so assume this is what is proposed (as per ecology recommendations).
With rererence to the Landscape Strategy 2024 (27/8/2024) from Camlins:
Sections through the Wellness Garden appear to indicate the central ‘circle’ of trees to be planted in raised mounds which is not ideal as trees on mounds tend to be harder to establish.  I note the garden includes ‘Orchard Planting’ and planters for residents to plant herbs. Management and Maintenance plans will have to cover specfically how residents are educated in ‘growing their own’ in order for the principles to be effective.
Similarly, the Neighbourhood garden includes a ‘mound and copse’ in the centre so the same concerns arise about establishment and also about education as to those plants / trees that are edible.  It would also benefit from clear signage so the community are clear on the open access.
I was under the impression that the applicant had been liasing with Dave Richards from RISC about community growing but I can’t see mention of that input for either garden and would be interested for clarity.  I do note that the plan on P. 50 notes: ‘Community growing spaces introduced. Space to be maintained by community partners’ – expanding this would be helpful. Such elements such as tree labels would be expected advising users of the tree species and use (where edible).  In any case, I note that TVP have expressed concern about open access to the garden so I await any changes.
The tree pallette shown on the Tree Planting Plan (P.39) & General Arrangement – Tree Planting Plan SY743-000-0051 appears largely acceptable, however the  diversity mix (percentage of family, genus and species) should be stated to demonstrate the 30:20:10 rule mentioned at pre-app.

I note that the tree species include a non-native Alder and given the native Alder (Alnus glutinosa) is of similar proportions, but with a greater associated wildlife, and similarly tolerant of the urban conditions, clarity on the species choice would be welcome.

The inclusion of the rare Pyrus cordata (Plymouth pear) is noted (3 in the Neighbourhood Garden) – this adds to the other ‘edible’ trees in this garden, albeit I understand the smell of the flowers of this tree is unpleasant. 

In relation to the trees proposed on the Mill Lane frontage and in view of likley shading (ref the Arb document quote above), it would appear that some proposed will not be suitable, e.g. Betula pendula and B. pubescens, Pinus sylvestris – further consideration should be given to this.

The tree species selection (photos) on P. 40 includes Populus tremula (Aspen) but this doesn’t appear on the Tree Planting Plan, which is fine as I was going to discourage its use anyway.

The inclusion of the feature Quercus ilex on the east side, as discussed, is noted.

Tree planting on the frontage does rely on the use of RBC land but the principle was accepted at pre-app due to the current footprint – I assume apropriate agreements will be in place to allow for this and to ensure the planting is thereafter maintained by the development. P. 43 indicates a formal agreement with RBC is intended, hence this needs to be secured.
In relation to the tree stock sizes proposed, the height specified is not as expected for the girths specified in all cases (excluding the fruit trees), e.g. anything above 20cm girth would be expected to be a minimum 6m tall.  This should be checked.  Also, I would expect conifers (the Pine in this case) to only be specified by height.  Availability of stock will have to be considered (given a quick check on a few now – Pinus and Quercus) and ordering stock in advance to ensure planting to the requirement timetable will have to be factored in to avoid omitting trees or changing the landscaping at a later date.
General Arrangement – Growing Medium Formation plan SY743-000-0041 shows the depth of soil in various locations – this is also included in Section 4 Planting Strategy of the Landscape Strategy document, alongside sections.  These are acceptable, however soil volumes for planting beds would be useful, particularly in the east corner and for the Quercus ilex, to demonstrate sufficeint volume.  I note these sections including reference to planting volumes above attenuation tanks.  

Section 2 of the LS Strategy mentions: ‘Designing the landscape as green infrastructure,  including rainwater attenuation’.  Please note my comments below on SuDs.
The Planting Strategy Plan and detailed species information on P.41-45 (non-tree planting) which I note is not accepted by GS Ecology due to being non-native (a request for 50% native is given).  Also, having recently liaised with EP on another site, they are generally seeking to avoid ground cover plants due to these creating ‘rat friendly’ places; rats being an issue in Reading.  ‘Higher’, in terms of the base of the plant, species should be considered instead.  Revised proposlas are therefore required but this could be secured by condition.
In terms of hedge species, the use of the native hedge on the Crossland Road boundary and Yew hedge on the Mill Lane frontage (P.42) is acceptable.  Yew, along with the trees, will be useful at trapping air pollution due to it’s dense foliage – the ultimate width and height of this should be confirmed in landscape details and be aimed as maximising this filtering.

Section 5 gives very scant information on Landscape Management & Maintenance, consisting only of one page with the following plan.  This is disappointing as I would have expected a development of this size to have provided more detailed maintenance and management details.
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The management plan above provided on P. 47 also shows the extent of the ‘biodiverse’ roofs proposed.

With reference to the LANDSCAPE AND ECOLOGY MANAGEMENT PLAN AUGUST 2024:
3.3 mentions ‘Biodiverse extensive brown roofs’ so again, this is taken to be the roof type proposed.  I note solar PV’s are included on part of the roof which is positive for biodiversity as well as energy production.
The report focuses on the biodiversity enhancements (roofs, bat & bird boxes etc) with no general details on other landscaping.  

In relation to ‘hard’ landscape elements, I have one main comment: ‘Moveable outdoor furniture’ is specified in both the Wellness and Neighbourhood Garden, as shown on the ‘General Arrangement – Furniture and Fixtures plan’ SY743-000-0071.  It seems to be the majority of furniture, if not all, in the Wellness Garden.  I wonder about the long-term success and appropriateness of this, particuarly in the Neighbourhood Garden.
Photo images of proposed landscaping:
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Wellness Garden:
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Crossland Road looking west:
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Neighbourhood Garden from Crossland Road:
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Mill Lane frontage:
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With reference to the Lighting Strategy EXTERNAL LIGHTING ASSESSMENT AUGUST 2024, this raises no obvious concerns and it is pleasing to note that in relation to tree lighting and uplighters, it is stated: ‘This lighting treatment is proposed to be on a time clock to minimise disturbance to residents and tree leaf cycles’.  It is important that this is pursued to avoid affecting trees’ natural cycles.  The matter of the electrical routes and compatibility with proposed tree planting can be dealt with through services plans secured by condition.
In relation to lighting on wider scale, I understand that the plans propose the removal of the large 30m columns and across the IDR, lighting may form part of discussions for The Oracle application (included in public realm improvement along the IDR / London St junction), hence there is a suggestion that both applicants discuss the matter to ensure a   joined-up approach.

UTILITIES ASSESSMENT AUGUST 2024 (Utilities Statement) confirms water, electric and telecoms will be provided, but not gas (it’s a very short document).
Wind & Microclimate – I have not digested the report provide but assume others will and ensure measures are incorporated as recommended.

In relation to the DAYLIGHT/SUNLIGHT ASSESSMENT APRIL 2024, I note this appears to demonstrate acceptable levels in the two main gardens.  The assessment doesn’t cover the Mill Lane frontage – but please note my comments above on species here due to shading.

In relation to SuDs (drainage), I note Proposed Drainage Layout 08278-FAI-CV-XX-M2-C-2001 Rev P05 which appears to be a very standard design with no ‘creative’ or landscape led SuDs.  EN18 includes a SuDs hierarchy, with landscape-led SuDs being the default.  Sections through the gardens show the attenuation tanks underneath but no indication of watering being directed through the landscape areas first.  Further consideration is required.  
In conclusion, whilst the development is supported and some elements that are not currently satisfactory could be resolved through conditions, there are a number of matters that demand further consideration prior to a decision, including the planting palette, maintenance (special attention to the gardens), stock size clarity, and the SuDs strategy.
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