CONSERVATION
Memo 
To:  
Catrin Davies
From:
Buju Can Cetin, Conservation Officer
Date:
14/01/2026

Re:
Conservation Officer response

Application Number: PL/25/1703 AND PL/25/1704







Application Type: Listed Building Consent AND Full Planning Application
 

Address: 28-30 Queen Victoria Street, Reading RG1 1TG

Proposal: Listed building consent for shop front and entrance with internal alterations including spiral staircase AND Variation of Conditions 2 and 5 of planning permission PL/24/0876 (Proposed conversion the existing unused First, Second & Third Floors Offices from Class E(c)(i) Financial services, to 3No One Bedroom Residential Apartments (Class C3 Dwellinghouses)) to amend the design of the shop front and entrance.
Summary
Objection / REASON FOR REFUSAL — 
(1) The listed building application provides insufficient information regarding the significance of the building’s fabric and the specific impacts of the proposals thereon, to enable special regard and attention to be paid to the desirability of preserving or enhancing the character and historic fabric of the listed building as expected by sections 16 of the Act, the NPPF and Local Plan. It is not possible to adequately assess the impact of the proposed development, having regard to the Listed Building status. In the absence of this information, it has not been possible to demonstrate that the proposal would comply with the NPPF and Development Plan and/or other material considerations.
(2) The proposed shopfront with a new ‘pillar cover’, by reason of its size, siting and unsympathetic design, would be an incongruous and alien addition that would further disrupt the visual composition, causing harm to the character of the subject listed building and listed terraces on Queen Victoria Street. The works would therefore result in less than substantial harm to the significance of the heritage assets, contrary to the Policies  EN1 and EN6 of the Reading Borough Local Plan and NPPF (2024). It is not considered that there is sufficient public benefit to outweigh the less than substantial harm to the significance of the heritage asset.

Relevant policies and legislation
From the point of view of the historic environment, the main statutory tests are set out within the Planning (Listed Buildings and Conservation Areas) Act 1990. Sections 16(2) and 66 require that special regard be given to the desirability of preserving listed buildings, their settings or any features of special architectural or historic interest which they possess. 
National Planning Policy and Guidance

The NPPF outlines government policy, including its policy in respect of the historic environment. Chapter 16 of the NPPF 'Conserving and enhancing the historic environment' sets out the Government's high-level policies concerning heritage and sustainable development. 
Paragraph 207 states, “In determining applications, local planning authorities should require an applicant to describe the significance of any heritage assets affected, including any contribution made by their setting. “ Paragraph 208 says, “Local planning authorities should identify and assess the particular significance of any heritage asset that may be affected by a proposal (including by development affecting the setting of a heritage asset) taking account of the available evidence and any necessary expertise. They should take this into account when considering the impact of a proposal on a heritage asset, to avoid or minimise any conflict between the heritage asset’s conservation and any aspect of the proposal.”
Paragraph 212 of the NPPF requires that ‘when considering the impact of a proposed development on the significance of a designated heritage asset, great weight should be given to the asset’s conservation….’ And paragraph 213 says, ‘any harm to, or loss of, the significance of a designated heritage asset (from its alteration or destruction, or from development within its setting) should require clear and convincing justification’. 

Paragraph 215 requires that ‘where a development proposal will lead to less than substantial harm to the significance of a designated heritage asset, this harm should be weighted against the public benefits of the proposal…’ 
National Planning Practice Guidance on Historic Environment provides context to the NPPF.

Local Planning Policy and Guidance 

Policy EN1 ‘Protection and enhancement of the historic environment’ of the Reading Borough Local Plan sets out the Council’s aspirations for the historic environment. The policy requires that all proposals to protect and, where possible, enhance the significance of heritage assets and their settings, historic character and local distinctiveness of the area in which they are located. It echoes the NPPF by stating, “Proposals should seek to avoid harm in the first instance. Any harm to or loss of a heritage asset should require clear and convincing justification, usually in the form of public benefits”.
Applications which affect Listed Buildings are expected not to have an adverse impact on the elements that contribute to their special architectural or historic interest, including their settings. 

Policy EN6 ‘New Development in a Historic Context’ requires a new development to make a contribution to the historic character of the area by respecting and enhancing its architectural and visual qualities and considering how heritage assets can guide the new design. The following factors would also be considered in the determination of an application:

“a. The positive contribution of the development to the existing historic townscape (scale, height, mass, proportion, plot size, street form, materials, significant vistas and views, and open space);

b. Sensitivity to historic context;

c. Reflection of borough-wide major heritage themes that contribute to local distinctiveness (e.g. patterned brickwork or former worker terraced housing);

d. Whether development promotes and/or improves access to previously undiscovered or neglected historic significance.”
The Council’s Policy OU5 ‘Shopfront and Cash Machines’ is also applicable to this application. The Policy states, “Shopfronts, individual features of shopfronts and cash machines will respect the character of the building on which they are located and their surroundings, as well as the wider street, in terms of design, colours, materials, lighting, and location. Features that positively contribute to the character of the building and street will be retained and, where possible, restored.”
“For shopfronts, the following criteria will be fulfilled:

a) New shopfronts on listed buildings or in Conservation Areas will respect or enhance the building or area, and will respect the key features of the special historic interest;

b) Where a shop occupies multiple units, shopfronts will not run in a continuous horizontal line across the different unit façades. The fascia and the shop windows should be broken up to ensure the features of each unit are not lost; (…)”
Other Guidance

Historic England Advice Note 2 – Making changes to Heritage Assets illustrates the application of policies set out in the NPPF in determining applications for Planning Permission and Listed Building Consent.

English Heritage’s “Conservation Principles” provides policy and guidance for the “sustainable

management of the historic environment”.
Relevant heritage assets
The application site is part of Grade II Listed Buildings, 35-38, Broad Street, 24-28, Broad Street, 2-32, Queen Victoria Street, 148,149 and 150, Friar Street, 1-31, Queen Victoria Street. The site is not within a conservation area; however, it is in close vicinity of/relationship with the Market Place/London Street Conservation Area to the east and the St Mary’s Butts/castle Street Conservation Area to the south, as illustrated below. 
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Application Site (red circled), listed buildings (starred) and conservation areas (light purple)
Significance of heritage assets
The NPPF defines significance as the “value of a heritage asset to this and future generations because of its heritage interest.”

The interest may be architectural or historic, as set out in the Town and Country Planning (Listed Building and Conservation Areas) Act 1990 Section 1.

“Significance derives not only from a heritage asset’s physical presence, but also from its setting.” (NPPF, 2023)
Historic England assesses significance in a similar manner, referring to evidential, historic, aesthetic and communal values of a place. 
In addition to the Grade II listed buildings' historic and architectural interests of their own, their location and position within Reading, prime retail streets retaining historic frontages, have strong visual containment within the historic centre of the town. 
 The official listing entry is read as follows.
“QUEEN VICTORIA STREET 1. 5128 Nos 1 to 31 (odd) Nos 2 to 32 (even) SU 7173 NE 1/558 SU 7173 SW 2/558 SU 7173 SE 3/558 SU 7173 12/558 II

2. Including Nos 148 and 149 Friar Street and Nos 24 to 28 and 35 to 37 (consec) Broad Street. A circa 1894 commercial street with returns to Broad and Friar Streets. Probably by Joseph Morris. Dutch gabled free Baroque style. 3 1/2 storeys, yellow brick and terracotta with dividing Ionic pilasters. Dentil cornice. Pilasters to dormers, broken pediments above. An elongated pattern of shallow bays to 1st and 2nd floors 4:2:1:1:1:1:3. Mullion and transom window to bays, sashes with architraves (and pediments on 1st floor) to rest. Modern shopfronts, retaining cornice to fascia and scroll brackets to pilasters, only one shop retains prewar shopfront. Large returns to Broad Street. The return to east (No 28 Broad Street) supported by No 26 (dated 1894, grey brick with red terracotta dressings) and by No 24 (an early C20 Bank with -large shaped pediment doorway on corner to Cross Street; red brick with stone dressings and stone fret patterns to gables).

Listing NGR: SU7152373529”
Impact of proposal upon heritage asset(s)
Sufficiency of the submitted documents

I reviewed the applications above along with the submitted documents. It is apparent that the requirements of the listed building consent application are not clear as there are some problems with the information provided in the application form and the heritage statement. These are

· In the application form, the description of the proposed works includes ‘Proposed revised design of the shop front following previous approval under PL/25/0875. PL/25/0875 was a withdrawn application. The correct reference number is PL/24/0876 for the FUL application and PL/24/1382 for the listed building consent.

· In the application form, it is stated ‘No’ for a) Works to the interior of the building, while it should be ‘Yes’ due to the proposed additional staircase. 

· The proposed plans are included within a document ’Queen Victoria Street 2611-25’ without details of the proposed spiral staircase, and this document suggests looking at the submitted documents under another application PL/25/1328, which is not acceptable for the listed building consent application. 

·  As a result, the submitted Heritage Statement appears to be prepared only for the revised shopfront design, which is again not acceptable for a listed building consent application. 

· There is a serious technical problem with the conservation approach (none) and the listed building consent (listed curtilage and internal of the building should be considered as well) concept of these two applications. I would like to remind that the Council made suggestions to revise and approve the previously consented scheme. However, the Council cannot make a full heritage assessment and another revision/design on behalf of the agent or applicant. 
· Therefore, the first reason for refusal that I recommend is:  The listed building application provides insufficient information regarding the significance of the building’s fabric and the specific impacts of the proposals thereon, to enable special regard and attention to be paid to the desirability of preserving or enhancing the character and historic fabric of the listed building as expected by sections 16 of the Act, the NPPF and Local Plan.

Revised Shopfront Design

The approved shopfront design was suggested by the officers of the Council by considering the external and internal features of the existing and original shopfronts of the listed terraces along Queen Victoria Street, where the subject building forms a part. The approved angled entrance to the proposed shopfront is similar to the ones below. 
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The shopfronts above may not be original however, the angles align with the first floor window lines and design which makes shopfront in harmony with the upper floors. 
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The proposed/revised shopfront would bring an ‘alien’ feature of ‘pillar cover’ to the setting of the listed building and to the historic Queen Victoria Street. I find this design creates harm to the appearance of the listed building group, including their settings. 
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View of Queen Victoria Street in the early 20th century (from the Council’s archive) – angled entrance is noted on the shopfront to the right 
Therefore, I do not agree with item 5.4 of the Heritage Statement, which says “It is evident from site evaluation that the original shopfronts have been mostly lost to modern interpretation and commercial need with little thought given to the form, appearance and proportions of traditional shopfronts. The approved shopfront would make a contribution towards re-establishing a legible shopfront that sits more easily within the framework of the historic building and basic components of the original design.” 
Another problem with the proposed ground floor appearance is the lack of information about the proposed doors. Although there is ‘Manufacturers Shop Drawings & Specifications’, there is no details about the main material for the proposed shop unit door or entrance door to the residential units. With regards to this, Heritage Statement makes ‘suggestions’ rather than impact assessment as follows, and the statement ends with these two paragraphs. 
“5.8 No sections or larger details have been provided and it is evident that the drawings are illustrative. However, it is possible to compare the approved design with that currently proposed and as described above. The changes relate to the entrance details with redesigned shopfront. The shop entrance door would have a reduced number of horizontal glazing bars together with the introduction of a solid four panelled door to the flat entrance as illustrated by the revised elevations and details.

5.9 On the basis of the information provided, the introduction of a painted solid timber, four-panelled door would appear less ornate or elaborate than the larger entrance doors adjacent and as such, is unlikely to compete with those historic entrance doors in visual terms and thus unlikely to undermine their heritage significance. The reduced number of glazing bars within the shop entrance more closely reflects the transom light arrangement (albeit a fanlight exists above) of the main shopfront and the revised design would not again, result in harm to heritage significance. In light of these changes, which are relatively de minimis, no harm is likely to be caused and as such the proposals are policy compliant.” 
Proposed Internal Spiral Staircase

Although there are no details and sufficient justification has not been provided, I understand that the requirement of this staircase comes from Building Regulations for Fire Safety. The problem is, because the original design and heritage assessment were not carried out properly to include all requirements from Building Regulations, these applications propose another new element inside the listed building, without any design and or heritage considerations. There should have been a heritage expert who guided the proposals by taking Building Regulations requirements into account. The proposal staircase could be acceptable; however, my main concern is that new elements and revisions might follow these applications, which should easily be prevented by having a heritage consultant familiar with building regulations. 
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Location, position and visual impact of the proposed staircase on Existing shopfront
The proposed staircase would be made of steel - I know this if I look at the submitted documents for another application (!) It would be located very close to the entrance of the shop, partially visible with its railings (?), although I do not know, as there is no information about this. The proposed staircase would have a spiral design, another ‘alien’ feature introduced to this row of listed buildings. This insertion would not have any high-quality design or would not result in any heritage benefit. I can argue that whether its location is the best, close to the entrance and shopfront. Neither the basement nor the ground floor retains the original floor structure; its impact would be limited to its visuality. 
There is an approved scheme for the terrace on the other side of the street, which includes many shops/units on the ground floor without any additional spiral staircase. Therefore, from the heritage point of view, without any drawing, not an illustrative one, but a section drawing with full design features and materials, along with justification, I am unable to assess the impact of this new element. The visual impact of this staircase from the street scene should be considered. 

The fact that the building has undergone numerous internal and external alterations does not, by itself, justify any new work as ‘acceptable’. 
Again, the application provides insufficient and contradictory information so that it is not possible to adequately assess the impact of the proposed development, having regard to the Listed Building status. In the absence of this information, it has not been possible to demonstrate that the proposal would comply with the NPPF and Development Plan and/or other material considerations.
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The recommended REASON FOR REFUSAL (2) 

The proposed shopfront with a new ‘pillar cover’, by reason of its size, siting and unsympathetic design, would be an incongruous addition that would further disrupt the visual composition, causing harm to the character of the subject listed building and listed terraces on Queen Victoria Street. The works would therefore result in less than substantial harm to the significance of the heritage assets, contrary to the Policies  EN1 and EN6 of the Reading Borough Local Plan and NPPF (2024). It is not considered that there is sufficient public benefit to outweigh the less than substantial harm to the significance of the heritage asset. 
Conservation response
 FORMCHECKBOX 

No objections

 FORMCHECKBOX 

No objections subject to conditions attached

 FORMCHECKBOX 

Clarification required

 FORMCHECKBOX 

Object
Contact details

Buju Can Cetin, Conservation Officer

Burcu.CanCetin@reading.gov.uk
0118 9373125
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