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Stefanie Mizen 

Associate - Planning, Development & Heritage 

JLL 

30 Warwick Street 

London  

W1B 5NH 

 

Via email only to Stefanie.Mizen@eu.jll.com  

James Crosbie 

 Head of Planning, Development 

 & Regulatory Services 

 

Civic Offices, Bridge Street, 

Reading, RG1 2LU 

 

 0118 9373787 

 

Our Ref:  181560/PREAPP 
 

Direct:  0118 9372458 
 

e-mail: jonathan.markwell@reading.gov.uk  

 

 6th March 2019 

 

ADVICE WITHOUT PREJUDICE 

 

Dear Ms Mizen, 

 

TOWN AND COUNTRY PLANNING ACT 1990 

 

Enquiry Reference & Address: 181560/PREAPP – Reading Prison, Forbury Road, Reading, RG1 

3HY 

 

Proposal: Redevelopment of site/ reuse of site. Principle of residential, commercial, hotel, 

student accommodation.   

 

Information considered: Pre-application enquiry form, as received 31/08/18, and the 

following documents, as all received on 16/11/18: Archaeological Desk Based Assessment by 

Purcell dated September 2015; Historic Buildings Assessment by Purcell Issue 5 dated 

September 2015; Report on archaeological evaluation by MOLA dated September 2018; 

Feasibility Study by  Purcell Issue 4, dated 13/11/18; Pre-application Pack Cover Note by 

Purcell; The Planning Opportunity – Pre-Application Statement by JLL dated November 2018.  

 

Those in attendance at the pre-application meeting: Jonathan Markwell (Principal Planning 

Officer, Reading Borough Council); Jonathan Mullis (Historic Buildings Consultant for Reading 

Borough Council); Darren Cook (Transport Development Control Manager, Reading Borough 

Council); Matthew Williams (Museum Manager, Reading Borough Council); Fiona MacDonald 

(Berkshire Archaeology); Chris McGee & Gareth Thomas (Ministry of Justice); Stefanie Mizen 

(JLL); Katharine Barber & Martin Dunseath (Purcell); David Wilkinson & Richard Peats 

(Historic England).    

 

Thank you for your recent enquiry in relation to the above site. This written note of advice 

follows a pre-application meeting, as held on 23/01/19. I apologise for the delay in providing 

this written note to you.  

Your contact is: Mr Jonathan Markwell, Planning  

mailto:Stefanie.Mizen@eu.jll.com
mailto:jonathan.markwell@reading.gov.uk
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General advice / introduction / background 

 

This written note provides a summary of the matters which were discussed at this pre-

application meeting. In advance of the meeting the agenda confirmed the main topics for 

discussion were: 

 

1. Principle of redeveloping / reuse of the site; 

2. Comment on suitable reuse / mix of uses; 

3. Design and development parameters, including heritage considerations e.g. approach 

to SAM, reuse of the listed building, prison wall, density and building height; 

4. Transport / highways implications including access and car / cycle parking provision; 

5. Scope of planning application, including accompanying technical reports;  

6. Any other technical material planning considerations; 

7. Potential planning obligations, including affordable housing 

 

Accordingly, the agenda forms the basis for the written advice.  

 

As means of context, it is advised in general terms that any planning application at the site 

would presently be considered within the context of the Council’s LDF Core Strategy (2008, 

Altered 2015), Reading Central Area Action Plan - RCAAP (2009) and Sites and the Detailed 

Policies (2012, Altered 2015) documents. In addition, in this case the Outline Development 

Framework for The Site of Reading Prison (adopted March 2015) supplementary planning 

document would also be relevant. Other topic based supplementary planning documents 

would also be applied where relevant, together with national policy and guidance (the NPPF 

and PPG). Please use this link to view the local policies and guidance. You should also be 

mindful of the RBC Policy Committee report relating to the future of the Reading Prison site, 

dated 16 July 2018.   

 

You will already be aware that a new local plan for Reading is at an advanced stage, although 

adoption of the new local plan (and its policies – replacing the existing policies referenced 

above) is not anticipated until at least the middle of 2019 at present. It is also advised that 

the emerging policies can be afforded some weight in the determination of planning 

applications now that the draft local plan has been submitted to the Government (The Local 

Plan was submitted to the Secretary of State on Thursday 29th March 2018) and that the 

examination in public has taken place (September-October 2018). This weight is limited at 

this time, but will increase in weight as the plan moves closer to adoption. Once adopted, 

the new policies will be afforded full weight and will supersede the Core Strategy / Central 

Area Action Plan / Sites and Detailed Policies. 

 

The site/immediate surrounding area have a number of planning constraints / designations 

(including a specific site allocation in the adopted / emerging local policy and an outline 

development framework of its own – adopted March 2015. As such, this is evidently a 

constrained and very sensitive site and location. It is however naturally welcomed and 

encouraged that pre-application discussions are beginning on one of the most 

exciting/important sites in the Borough, albeit you should be under no illusions of the various 

challenges which await any proposal relating to this constrained allocated site.   

http://beta.reading.gov.uk/readingldf
https://democracy.reading.gov.uk/ieListMeetings.aspx?CommitteeId=138
https://democracy.reading.gov.uk/Data/Policy%20Committee/20180716/Agenda/item11.pdf
http://www.reading.gov.uk/newlocalplan
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A snapshot of the proposals, as presented for the purposes of the pre-application meeting / 

this advice, is as follows: 

 

- Option A – conversion for 38 no. Class C3 single storey residential apartments (20x1, 

6x2, 12x3) & ancillary space. 

- Option B – conversion for 35 no. Class C3 single storey and duplex residential 

apartments (21 no 1-bed duplex, 3 no. 2-bed duplex, 6 no. 3-bed duplex, 4 no. 1-bed 

and 1 no. 2-bed) and ancillary space. 

- Option C – conversion for hotel use - 74 no. hotel rooms, ancillary event space, 

conference hall, café / bar. 

- Option D – conversion for student accommodation - 102 no. ensuite rooms ancillary 

event space, café / bar. 

 

• Redevelopment of the surrounding buildings – a mixed-use development is proposed - 102 

Class C3 residential units & circa 3,400sq.m commercial floorspace.  

 

• Design and Massing – larger-scale and higher-density development should be focused in 

areas that are highly accessible, within the town centre. The site is situated in a prominent 

location to the north of the River Kennet, therefore increased heights in this location could 

be acceptable, reducing this further north accounting for limited heights surrounding the 

listed building. 

 

Hereafter, the main topics discussed at the meeting are discussed in-turn, incorporating 

comments from specialist officers where relevant (acknowledging that there is some overlap 

in some areas):  

 

1. Principle of redeveloping / reuse of the site & 2. Comment on suitable reuse / mix 

of uses.  

 

In pure land use terms, the principle of options A-D (in relation to the re-use of the main 

prison building, as summarised above) are to an extent consistent with the adopted policy, 

the emerging policy and the Outline Development Framework SPD referenced above in the  

general advice / introduction / background section. This is for residential accommodation, 

hotel accommodation and student accommodation are all expressly referenced as suitable 

uses. More specifically, residential and hotel are referenced in all three documents, whilst 

student accommodation is acknowledged to only be referenced in the emerging local plan. It 

is also noted that the principle of commercial office uses would also align with the policy 

context too, although this option is not suggested in your current draft proposals. Therefore, 

in the broadest terms, the principle of conversion to residential, hotel or student 

accommodation does not result in any policy conflicts.  

   

However, notwithstanding the above, options A-D for the conversion of the main prison 

building are inadequate in only giving a passing reference to a cultural or heritage element 

which draws on the significance of the Prison. This requirement is explicitly referenced at 

paragraph 4.3 (in particular) of the Outline Development Framework SPD and emerging Policy 

CR13a. Furthermore, the Policy Committee report (link above) outlines the potential interest 



 

4 

 

for a theatre led cultural use at the site. In contrast, your submission makes only a single 

brief reference to the possibility of a small museum in the second paragraph of Section 6.8 of 

the Purcell Feasibility Study (November 2018). Officers consider that based on the adopted 

SPD and the emerging site allocation, the provision of a cultural or historical element which 

draws on the significance of the prison should be a fundamental element of any future 

proposal. This component is considered to be ‘a once in a lifetime opportunity’ for the 

Borough; and one which should not become a missed opportunity.  

 

Furthermore, the current proposals in no significant way enhance the Abbey Quarter as a 

heritage destination; this too needs to be a critical and essential element of any future 

proposal. From a purely ‘development’ opportunity perspective it may be that the Abbey 

Quarter, historical associations of Oscar Wilde and Irish internees (as notable examples) and 

the archaeological remains are perceived (from a developer’s perspective) as constraints on 

the ‘development value’ of the site.  Rather, officers consider these are positive features, 

which if embraced and incorporated as integral parts of the proposals, could add significant 

value to the site, as being unique features as part of the re-use/redevelopment of the prison. 

The considerable public interest in the Reading Abbey Revealed project (including over 

18,000 at the Ruins opening in June 2018), together with Artangel’s very successful ‘Inside’ 

exhibition (as part of Reading’s Year of Culture in 2016) is evidence of the potential for the 

area/site to be an important cultural/heritage destination.  

 

Therefore, it is considered that an initial parameter for any future proposal at the site is that 

a cultural / historical element which draws on the significance of the prison should be a 

fundamental element of any future proposal, with this linking in with the Abbey Quarter too. 

More specifically in this regard, it appears that C wing would be the most logical location for 

such facilities. This is given that this is the location of Wilde’s cell (C.3.3 – now C.2.3) – 

identified as being of ‘high significance’. Furthermore, C wing largely retains original cell 

layouts and the physical proximity to the western / south-western boundary of the site is 

another benefit, where direct connections into the Abbey Quarter could be facilitated. As 

such, there is considered to be a need to acknowledge the importance of Wilde’s cell and 

options for public access.  

 

The chapel and condemned cells are other areas of the existing main building where 

opportunities to include cultural / historical element would appear most appropriate. 

Furthermore, the 1911 workshop (between B and C wings) is identified as being of ‘some 

significance’ and suitable for incorporation into the site’s redevelopment. Its lower elevation 

does not impede views of prison from the abbey dormitory ruins. A shortcoming of the 

current proposal is considered to be that there has been no substantial assessment for its 

retention and use; instead demolition is proposed. Retention of the 1911 workshop and 

options for use (for example a community/visitor interpretation or facility, starting point for 

guided tours, a Class A3 facility, etc.) should be explored, for its location would align with 

the link to the Abbey Quarter scheme.  

 

It is therefore strongly advised that a mixed use option for the existing building (and 

exploring the re-use of the 1911 workshop too) is seriously explored, providing opportunities 

for on-going public access to the interior (for example Wilde’s cell, landings, chapel and 

condemned cells). Discussions with Grant Thornton (Head of Economic & Cultural 
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Development at Reading Borough Council) together with Theatre and Arts Reading (TAR), in 

light of the aforementioned July 2018 Policy Committee report, should also be advanced.   

 

Turning to consider the principle of development beyond the conversion of the main building, 

the submission has been shared and discussed with the Reading Borough Council Lead Member 

for Strategic Environment, Planning & Transport, Cllr. Tony Page.  

 

Based on the commentary within the archaeological assessment, it is advised that officers 

will have severe difficulties persuading elected Members to accept any development beyond 

the re-use of the main prison building until further/fuller archaeological assessments and 

investigations take place. This is to ensure that a better understanding of the area can be 

provided and in-turn enable a more informed view to be provided as to whether parts of the 

site are suitable for development. 

 

Alternatively, it may be that the area is such that it is not developable and there would 

instead be merit in archaeological finds becoming part of a wider Abbey Quarter, as part of 

its regional and national significance. Accordingly, any indication of a ‘green light’ for 

development on the remainder of the site, based on the information provided, would be 

premature at this point. Moreover, it would quite possibly represent a generational missed 

opportunity.  

 

On the basis of this advice, it is therefore strongly advised by officers that there are 

significant concerns raised by elected members at this juncture. Accordingly, it is considered 

essential that you engage with Reading Museum / Abbey Quarter and you embrace positive 

and proactive engagement with elected Reading Borough Council Members in order to 

advance matters.  

 

As an example, more recent work by Ron Baxter, Stuart Harrison and the Reading Abbey 

Revealed project has given a better indication of architecture of the Abbey Church and likely 

site of the infirmary and its relationship to the standing ruins; see revised abbey plan on 

Abbey Quarter website (see www.readingabbeyquarter.org.uk/explore).  

 

You will note, and it is fully acknowledged by officers that the above advice from the Local 

Planning Authority is necessarily a more precautionary response than that provided by 

Historic England (Appendix 2 – ‘Preservation of archaeological remains below new 

development section’). 

  

Accordingly, the remainder of this advice note is provided on a strictly notwithstanding basis 

to the advice provided above.  

 

In pure land use terms, should the principle of development beyond the re-use of the main 

prison building be established, then the principle of providing residential units elsewhere at 

the site would align with the broad parameters of the adopted Policy RC3 and the emerging 

Policy CR13 visions. Furthermore, more generally, residential uses would assist the Borough in 

helping meeting its annual and Plan period housing targets, in line with adopted Policy CS14. 

In this regard you will note that the specific Policy RC3B (adopted) and CR13A (emerging) 

allocations do not prescribe any specific uses beyond the conversion of the main prison 

http://www.readingabbeyquarter.org.uk/explore
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building. As such, any uses would be considered on their own merits, in line with all other 

policies and guidance.  

 

In terms of ‘commercial’ uses, should this be Class B uses, then the site is located within the 

designated ‘office core’, with adopted Policy RC6 stating that major office development of 

over 1,000sqm will take place in this area. Accordingly, the principle of Class B uses would be 

acceptable. Should the ‘commercial’ uses be Class A1-A4, then it is noted that adopted Policy 

RC6 states retail development will take place in the Primary Shopping Area, which the site is 

outside of. Accordingly, such uses may need to be shown to comply with the retail sequential 

approach prior to be considered appropriate in in-principle land use terms.   

 

3. Design and development parameters, including heritage considerations e.g. 

approach to SAM, reuse of the listed building, prison wall, density and building 

height; 

 

Beyond the principle matters discussed above, a number of detailed matters were discussed. 

Taking the matters featured in the heading in turn (as much as possible), in terms of the 

Scheduled Ancient Monument, separate Scheduled Monument Consent will be required, as 

explained at paragraph 3.2 of the Outline Development Framework SPD.     

 

Regarding the re-use of the main prison building, a number of points are raised by RBC’s 

Historic Buildings Consultant advice, as included in full at Appendix 1. Furthermore, Historic 

England has also commented in detail, as previously provided to you (and included as 

appendix 2 in this note for completeness too). Both should be carefully considered in 

advancing your future proposals at the site.   

 

In summary, some of the key detailed points raised by the RBC Historic Buildings Consultant 

response in relation to the re-use of main building are: 

 

- The Broad Design Parameters in paragraph 6.2 appear sensitive to the overall heritage 

value of the Prison site and are considered to be sympathetic proposals which are 

supported as general principles.  

- The re-use of the buildings as apartments is considered to be the least impactful and 

most appropriate. However, the use of duplex apartments, involving insertion of 

stairways through floors to link two storeys, would potentially have a greater impact 

and be less appropriate. 

- The retention of some ‘model’ or historically important cells intact (e.g. Wilde’s cell) 

would be accepted subject to definitive archival research;  

- changes to the windows size would be accepted in areas where the windows have 

already been altered in the more recent period; 

- The retention of the original and gothic forms of windows would be expected.  

 

The advice above is broadly similar to that provided by Historic England (Appendix 2). In 

terms of wider considerations, some more detailed comments on the main building proposals 

are also offered, summarised as follows:  
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- It is questioned whether spiral staircases within maisonette residential units would 

comply with building regulations? 

- In floorspace terms a number of residential units far exceed the nationally described 

space standards , which calls into question whether the conversion has been 

considered in the most effective manner (whilst acknowledging that the maximisation 

of unit numbers will need to be weighed up against physical layout constraints, as well 

as the obvious listed building sensitivities); as such, it is advised that a fuller 

assessments of how the building could be divided/converted to residential use should 

be explored. 

- It is noted that all the 3-bed residential units proposed are located within the Prison 

building, which in general terms would not appear the ideal location for family sized 

dwellings (with no external amenity space & likely limited day/sunlight); should there 

also be residential units proposed elsewhere on the site (new build units would in 

principle terms appear a more suitable location for the larger residential units).  

 

No significant concerns are raised in relation to the demolition of the unlisted buildings by 

the RBC Historic Buildings Consultant, but officers as a whole consider that further 

exploration of the 1911 workshop should be explored – as referenced earlier. In overall terms 

officers would welcome and encourage in principle the clearance of intrusive late 20th 

Century buildings which are detrimental to the setting of listed main prison building.  

 

Prison walls 

 

In very general terms, it is acknowledged that to facilitate any development at the site there 

will need to some works to the existing prison walls. In this regard, the principle of creating 

framed viewpoints and connections with the surroundings, by strategically opening up the 

prison wall, is broadly welcomed and supported.  

 

More specifically, the north and east walls are 1970s rebuilds on different alignments and can 

tolerate greater intervention/breaches/removal. However, in other areas more work is 

required to identify the most suitable location and style for such openings, especially on west 

and south sides (see separate comments below in subsequent sections). Moreover, significant 

concerns are raised by officers in relation to the ‘framed openings’ in the southern wall. It 

could be considered that these, unfortunately give the impression of ‘pillbox’ like gun-slit 

openings.  Instead, officers consider that a series of more dramatic breaches might be more a 

successful solution to opening up the site, whilst simultaneously also retaining a sense of 

enclosure. Another option would be to lower the wall in various places.  

 

As such, there are considered to be various options which could be followed (e.g. another 

option discussed at our meeting was the possibility of moving buildings closer to the wall) and 

all should be further explored/considered/evidenced in future pre-application discussions.  

 

At this point it is also worth mentioning whether space for ramped access at the southern end 

of the site from Chestnut Walk has been factored in to date? At present it appears that only a 

stepped access is shown; it is considered that frontloading all access considerations into the 

earliest stages of your proposals – for instance, is there an archaeological consideration here - 

can only assist and benefit the process.  

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/524531/160519_Nationally_Described_Space_Standard____Final_Web_version.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/524531/160519_Nationally_Described_Space_Standard____Final_Web_version.pdf
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Finally in relation to the southern wall, it is considered that you explore a further 

opportunity of creating a high-level viewpoint at this point. It is considered that the provision 

of a high-level viewpoint from the perimeter wall should be explored by you, as one means of 

linking the proposals to the wider area. For example, such a feature could give visitors an 

overview to the Abbey Ruins and views across the Abbey Quarter as a whole.  

 

Open space  

 

Turning to consider the open space components of the proposals, it is first recognised as a 

positive element of the proposals for an area of public open space to be provided in the 

north-west corner of the site (also recognised by Historic England). More specifically, ‘Area 6’ 

is excluded from the new build due to the shallow remains of the east end of the Abbey 

Church (including Lady Chapel). Accordingly, the proposal creates a welcome opportunity to 

provide a public open space and to re-connect the footprint of the east end with the recently 

re-presented Abbey Ruins, and also to promote medieval and later site history. The 

opportunity to open up pedestrian routes between prison site and the rest of the Abbey 

Quarter is therefore a fundamental component of any future proposal. It is advised that the 

two proposed locations for entrances in the west and south perimeter are acceptable in 

principle (but will require contributions to integrate with RBC open spaces e.g. Abbey Ruins 

and Chestnut Walk). The open space at this point also ensures no visual disruption between 

the north transept chapels and chapter house ruins and the main listed prison building. 

Concerns are however noted at this early stage regarding this open space / link with the 

Abbey Ruins being framed by adjacent car parking; car parking should not dominate the outer 

edges of these spaces.  

 

In relation to the wider site however, it is considered that proposed layout of open space 

(and car parking) could be considered to be incoherent and piecemeal. In particular, 

concerns are raised that pedestrian routes around the internal perimeter and 

connectivity/permeability across the site are not defined to allow visitors to explore, enjoy 

and understand the site’s heritage and to connect and enhance the wider Abbey Quarter. 

 

At this earliest of junctures you are advised to explore the future landscaping of the open 

space over the east end of Abbey Church indicating the former footprint in some form or way 

(potentially in an explicit manner). This would help visitors understand its connection with 

the standing Ruins just to the west. You are advised that the footprints and interpretation 

scheme laid out by RBC’s Reading Abbey Revealed project within the Abbey Ruins show the 

approach required. In a similar regard, you are advised that there may also be opportunities 

to set out the footprint of former 18th and 19th Century prison building, since demolished, 

within the scheme’s landscaping. 

 

Massing to the south of the main prison 

 

Turning to consider the proposals for areas to the south of the main prison, (notwithstanding 

the comments already made above in relation to the difficulties concerning the principle of 

any development beyond the re-use of the main prison building until further/fuller 
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archaeological assessments and investigations take place / further engagement with 

stakeholders) significant concerns are raised with the initial proposals as shown.  

 

Although officers consider that the removal of later buildings could be considered an 

improvement to the setting of the Listed Prison, by increasing its legibility, this largely 

depends on what replaces those buildings. Furthermore, the principle of utilising existing 

footprints, rather than previously undisturbed areas, for new development could be another 

welcomed step. However, the proximity of the proposed buildings to the Listed prison and 

the proposed heights of the new blocks are likely to decrease its legibility. This represents a 

fundamental concern with your initial proposals. Moreover, the proposed massing would also 

disrupt the strong visual connection between the Ruins and the prison. This is another 

significant concern, with it being considered that the current proposals would unacceptably 

dominate both the Abbey Ruins and the listed Prison.   

 

Despite the statement detailing that any new buildings should respect the scale and 

dominance of main cruciform building and its setting (including scheduled remains of Reading 

Abbey), this is respectfully not considered to have been followed through in the initial 

proposals. The indicative sketch of the new blocks shows storey heights which are 

comparable to the three-storey prison block immediately adjacent to it and stepping up to 4-

storeys to the southwest and 5-storeys to the southeast (the principle of greater height in the 

south-east corner, rather than the south-west corner, is likely to be able to be justified in 

itself in the future, as it would appear that the south-east is the less constrained area of the 

two). All blocks appear taller than the current perimeter wall and thus would block the 

important visual connection between dormitory ruins and the main cruciform building (apart 

from the central turret). Accordingly, it is suggested that based on the information provided 

to date the overall height and massing of buildings to the south should be reduced and 

stepped further away from the most sensitive south-west boundary of the site.   

 

As such, it is presently considered that the proposals are lacking an evidence base to justify 

the heights and massing as shown. For instance, there appears to have been no assessment of 

the current visual connection between the Prison and the Scheduled/Grade I listed Abbey 

Ruins. This is in particular from the now publically accessible area, especially the north 

transept, chapter house and dormitory. Similarly no impact of the initial proposals on these 

areas, and other important areas/viewpoints in the vicinity (both short and longer views), 

have been provided. This views assessment should form an integral part of future pre-

application discussions with officers. At the present time significant concerns are raised. 

More initial information regarding views is provided at paragraphs 4.9-4.11 of the Outline 

Development Framework SPD; this should be the starting point for your future assessment.   

 

It is suggested that one means of possibly reducing the overall height of the proposed 

buildings would, in areas less constrained by archaeological remains (which is obviously a 

fundamental constraint in itself), be the creation of a lower ground level. It is suggested that 

this could be utilised for car-parking, which in-turn could free up space for further public 

open space at the site.     

 

Buildings to the north of the main prison 
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Turning to consider the proposals for areas to the north of the main prison, (notwithstanding 

the comments already made above in relation to the difficulties concerning the principle of 

any development beyond the re-use of the main prison building until further/fuller 

archaeological assessments and investigations take place / further engagement with 

stakeholders), this element of the proposals appears to be at the earliest of stages. At this 

juncture you have envisaged this to be for ‘commercial’ uses, but as per the advice above at 

sections 1/2, the specific Policy RC3B (adopted) and CR13A (emerging) allocations do not 

prescribe any specific uses beyond the conversion of the main prison building. Accordingly, 

the principle of residential at this part of the site could be explored (but will naturally be 

subject to a host of potential constraints e.g. air quality and noise disturbance from the busy 

road).  

 

Based on the very limited sketch options provided to date, the general massing at three 

storeys to the north of the main prison building could be considered appropriate for the 

reasons outlined by Historic England at Appendix 2 (opens up views of the north elevation, 

avoids the footprint of the Abbey church, retains a sense of enclosure and is kept relatively 

low, allowing the prison to be seen over the top of the new build). In particular the 

restoration of north entrance façade, creating a direct visual connection with Forbury Road, 

and the external restoration of Scott’s building, is a positive feature. The new buildings could 

retain the sense of enclosure around the main listed prison building, echoing the massing of 

Scott’s 1840s gatehouse range which provided the same sense of enclosure prior to 1970s wall 

and gate. However, initial concerns are raised in relation to the curved form as shown, for 

this does not reference the form or massing of the former Scott buildings (that were 

demolished in 1970). You are advised to explore this further, as aligning with the past would 

help reinforce the sense of prison’s historical development and original form for visitors. 

 

Other comments 

 

With regard to the overall mix of residential units proposed on options A and B, option A 

would appear in principle to be compliant with adopted Policy RC9 in providing 39.2% 1-bed 

units and 8.57%. However, option B would not comply in providing over 40% 1-bed units 

(43.8%) and below 5% 3-bed units (4.38%). Accordingly, this mix would not comply with Policy 

RC9 and would only be considered appropriate should viability evidence demonstrate this in 

due course (as the text in Policy RC9 allows for).  

 

It is considered that ideally the layout should respond to the new information on the Prison’s 

historic layout and key Abbey features identified by the archaeological and historical studies. 

In general terms it is advised that the layout and form should more obviously inform the 

proposals and help better interpret the site’s history. You are advised to explore this as a 

guiding principle on any future development of the wider site.  

 

In other regards, at this point in time there is no understanding of the impact of the proposed 

vehicle access and movements across the site on the setting of the Heritage Assets and the 

interpretation of these. It is considered that the reduction of on-site car parking or 

relocation of these at the ground/lower ground (where possible) locations could minimise this 

potential negative impact.  
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With specific reference to ‘density’ matters, it is not possible to provide any meaningful 

advice at this stage with regard to the potential appropriateness of the density of any 

residential accommodation proposed due to the lack of clarity regarding the current site 

constraints as described in this letter. 

 

4. Transport / highways implications including access and car / cycle parking provision; 

 

Subsequent to our meeting, specific observations from the Transport Development Control 

Manager, Darren Cook have been received. These are detailed below (acknowledging that 

some transport-based comments have already been made above – both should be read in 

conjunction with one another).  

 

The vehicular access is to be re-located east of its current position and it would appear that 

suitable visibility splays cannot be achieved.  It should be noted that Forbury Road is 

Classified and therefore the access design including visibility should be in accordance with 

the Council’s Geometric Design Guide for Accesses onto Classified Roads, a link to which can 

be found below.  The proposed access would also be located closer to the roundabout 

junction of Forbury Road and is likely to be detrimental to Highway safety; this would need to 

be assessed as part of any application.  

 

In initial terms you are strongly advised to consider and follow the guidance detailed on the 

RBC website:  http://www.reading.gov.uk/article/11498/Transport-Development-Control 

Following on from this the following initial advice and guidance is provided:  

 

 A Transport Assessment would be required to identify the impacts of the 

development.  It is likely that the proposed development would increase the number 

of vehicle movements within the vicinity of the site in the Peak Periods and therefore 

junction assessments would be required.  These junctions would include the following: 

o Vastern Road / Reading Bridge / Kings Meadow Road Roundabout 

o Forbury Road / Vastern Road Roundabout 

o Forbury Road / Kenavon Drive Roundabout 

o Watlington Street Gyratory 

o Kings Road / Eldon Road signalised junction 

o Kings Road / Orts Road signalised junction  

 A new left in / left out access could be considered on the eastern boundary of the site 

to reduce the need for drivers heading east to travel to the Vastern Road / Forbury 

Road roundabout and then come back on the opposite side carriageway.  The impacts 

of any new access on the surrounding junctions would also need to be assessed. 

 The site is located within the Town Centre Area and parking is restricted surrounding 

the application site and as such a reduced car parking provision would be acceptable. 

 Tracking diagrams will be required, identifying that cars, refuse vehicles etc. can 

negotiate the site.  Given that it is shown to be a one-way route it is likely that some 

element of dedicated servicing areas / refuse collection areas will be required so that 

vehicle flow is not obstructed. 

 Forward visibility through the site should also be assessed given the number of right 

angled manoeuvres that take place around the building. 

 Cycle parking should be provided in accordance with the Councils Parking SPD. 

http://www.reading.gov.uk/article/11498/Transport-Development-Control


 

12 

 

 Refuse collection areas should be no greater than 10m from where a refuse vehicle can 

get to. In any future proposal it is recommended that this guidance is followed. 

 Given the visitor element to the development adequate pedestrian facilities for this 

demand should be provided throughout the site.  

 

You are advised that a Construction Method Statement will be required for this development. 

This would be secured via a condition worded as follows: 

 

No development shall take place, including any works of demolition, until a Construction 

Method Statement has been submitted to and been approved in writing by the Local Planning 

Authority to provide for:     

 

• space on site where vehicles of site operatives and visitors can be parked with details 

of how site operatives and visitors will be required to make use of the parking area provided 

• location on site for storage of plant and materials used in constructing the 

development 

• the erection and maintenance (including removal of any graffiti or fly posters) of 

security hoarding around the site  

• any footpath closures or road closures needed during construction 

• wheel washing facilities on site  

• a scheme for recycling waste resulting from the construction works 

 

The measures within the approved Construction Method Statement shall be maintained and 

adhered to throughout the course of the development unless changes are agreed in advance 

and in writing by the Local Planning Authority. 

 

You would be encouraged to submit details at application stage to avoid the need for a pre-

commencement condition. 

 

It is advised that the above is all subject to detailed pre-application discussions prior to the 

submission of any future application.   

 

5. Scope of planning application, including accompanying technical reports;  

 

In addition to Section 5 of the Outline Development Framework SPD, based on the 

information provided and the nature of the proposals, it is envisaged at this earliest juncture 

that the following documents would be required for any future application, in line with the 

validation checklist document:  

 

All necessary part 1 requirements (including SuDS and the CIL form – in particular plans 

showing your methodology for how you have calculated the floorspace which will be CIL 

liable) 

 

1. Affordable Housing Statement (if applicable) 

2. Air Quality Assessment 

3. Archaeological Assessment (for this site the level of information will need to be 

above & beyond that stated in the validation checklist document 

http://www.reading.gov.uk/media/5931/Waste-management-guidelines-for-property-developers/pdf/Waste_Management_Guidelines_for_Reading_V1_2.pdf
http://beta.reading.gov.uk/media/2660/Validation-Checklist-Updated-Jul-2015/pdf/Validation_Checklist_Final_-_JULY_15.pdf
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4. Contaminated land survey & report 

5. Daylight/sunlight assessment (an independent review of this assessment would be 

expected at application stage, as funded by the applicant) 

6. Ecological survey and reports 

7. Energy efficiency statements 

8. Environment Impact Assessment (possibly, pending an EIA screening application – if 

applicable) 

9.  External lighting details 

10. Flood Risk Assesssment 

11. Heads of Terms Proposals – s106 legal agreements  

12. Heritage Statement 

13. Landscape principles  

14. Material details (within DAS) 

15. Noise and vibration impact assessment 

16. Open Space statement 

17. Planning statement  

18. Plans and drawings – in particular please note the requirement for streetscene 

elevations, sections including site levels and finished floor levels stated on the plans, 

CIL methodology evidence plans. Furthermore, in this specific instance 3 sets of plans 

are required: existing, demolition and proposed.  

19. Superfast Broadband Strategy Statement (can be included within a utilities 

statement) 

20. Sustainability statement 

21. Town Centre Uses – Sequential test approach and Impact assessments (if 

applicable, depending on the uses proposed) 

22. Transport Assessment & Travel Plans 

23. Tree survey (proximity to Chestnut Walk trees) 

24. Utilities surveys and proposals 

25. Vehicle (car & cycle) Parking and Servicing (including waste storage and collection) 

details 

26. Vent/Flue & Ventilation Details  

27. Viability appraisal (if applicable) 

 

(please make use of the part 1 and part 2 checklists) 

 

You will note at this juncture that given the complexity of the proposals and the sensitivity of 

the site, potentially all elements/reports listed in the validation document may be required, 

depending on the exact nature of the future proposal. Furthermore, given the scale/nature 

of the proposals a statement of community involvement will also be expected. A 

microclimate (wind) assessment may also be required owing to the scale of buildings 

proposed (this would be independently reviewed on behalf of officers at the time of any 

application, as funded by the applicant). You are also advised that subject to further pre-

application discussions, there may be the need for other information/documentation to be 

submitted (which are not included on the checklist), such as townscape and visual impact 

assessments.  
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It is advised that the above list is also solely in relation to planning application submission 

documents, rather than the separate Scheduled Monument Consent process, as explained at 

paragraph 3.2 of the Outline Development Framework SPD.     

 

6. Any other technical material planning considerations 

 

Obviously for a site of this nature and proposals of the type envisaged, there will be a wide 

range of other material planning considerations which would form part of the determination 

of any future application(s) at the site. The list of technical reports, detailed above at 

Section 5, provides a guide as to the range of matters which will need to be considered. 

Furthermore, the Outline Development Framework SPD also provides useful initial guidance 

regarding some of the other technical considerations.   

 

It is advised that for any future proposal is subject to detailed pre-application discussions 

with officers, with the use of pre-application Planning Performance Agreements (PPAs) 

recommended. In line with the National Planning Policy Framework, the local planning 

authority encourages applicants to enter into PPAs (at pre-application, application and post-

application stages).  

 

There are considered to be several benefits of a PPA. First it provides a structured framework 

for steering development proposals through all the necessary stages of identifying issues, 

consultation and negotiation in order to arrive at a well informed decision. Entering into a 

PPA also leads to a more collaborative approach between the developer and local planning 

authority in which issues, timescales, costs and requirements such as community involvement 

or specialist supporting evidence are agreed at an early stage. Furthermore, at application 

stage, it provides an alternative route from the standard 13 week time-constraint that would 

otherwise be imposed for determining Major Applications in line with Government targets (or 

16 weeks in the case of EIA development). Officers would be pleased to provide templates for 

pre-app PPAs, upon request. Of particular importance will be the project programme plan, 

which includes timescales and scheduled meetings throughout the pre-application process, 

with the first version typically provided by the prospective applicant. Please contact me in 

due course should you wish to discuss this further.  

 

7. Potential planning obligations, including affordable housing 

 

At this early juncture, it is difficult to provide definitive guidance in relation to potential 

planning obligations. However, in line with adopted Policy RC3 there may be a requirement 

for highways works to improve crossings of the IDR and railway (RC3 iii) and maintain, 

improve and create new access along the River Kennet (RC3 vii). You will note that when the 

former Homebase/Toys R Us site to the east of the Prison was granted full planning 

permission in 2018 (Ref 170509) the s106 included such elements, including pedestrian 

crossing improvements at the roundabout and Chestnut Walk pedestrian improvements works. 

As such, similarly themed improvements are likely to be required at this neighbouring site 

too.  

 

Furthermore, given the proximity and natural links to the Abbey Quarter area, contributions 

in relation to the following may also be necessary and reasonable: 

http://planning.reading.gov.uk/fastweb_PL/detail.asp?AltRef=170509&ApplicationNumber=170509&AddressPrefix=&Postcode=&Submit=Search
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- Chapel/south transept improvements (landscaping, access and interpretation upgrades) 

- Chestnut Walk improvements (landscaping, access, lighting and interpretation upgrades) 

- Wayfinding signs upgrade to include prison site 

 

Such matters are referenced at paragraph 3.23 of the Outline Development Framework SPD. 

For any major planning application an employment, skills and training contribution will be 

required, in line with the adopted SPD. Depending on the nature of the future proposals this 

could relate to the construction stage and the end user too.  

 

In relation to affordable housing, there is a strong expectation that policy compliant levels of 

affordable housing should be provided given the need for such accommodation in the 

Borough. In light of your proposals being at its earliest stages, officers can only reiterate the 

policy requirements regarding affordable housing, as set out at adopted policy CS16. This 

requires 30% on-site provision, unless viability justifies a lower contribution. On-site 

affordable housing will be secured via s106 legal agreement.  

 

For your information, it is also advised that there is a continuing urgent need for affordable 

housing in the Borough, as demonstrated by affordable housing being justified through local 

circumstances on small sites under 10 units, despite the NPPF, as backed by numerous 

Planning Inspectors when tested at appeal. In terms of the tenure split, Housing needs 

dictate that in practice officers seek a 70% rented / 30% shared ownership split, albeit the 

adopted SPD references a 50/50 split.  

 

Please note that when recent cases have been considered at Planning Applications 

Committee without a policy compliant level of on-site affordable housing, deferred 

affordable housing contribution mechanisms have been included/secured, to allow viability to 

be re-appraised at a later date during the construction programme. Moreover, officers are 

likely to require a clause via s106 whereby should the building(s) subsequently be extended / 

altered (to create further units) or units subdivided, then contributions to affordable housing 

would apply on a cumulative basis. Another consideration for controls, as may be secured via 

condition or legal agreement, is to manage the number of bedrooms within units, to ensure 

that additional bedrooms are not added to units at a later date (which if it occurred could 

improve the viability of the scheme).    
 

It is strongly advised that affordable housing discussions are frontloaded into future pre-

application discussions as early in the pre-application discussions as possible, together with 

(as appropriate) viability methodology matters. There is a separate pre-application charge 

for viability discussions at pre-application and application stage:  

 

http://www.reading.gov.uk/media/1064/Employment-Skills-and-Training-Supplementary-Planning-Document-Adopted-April-2013/pdf/Employment-Skills-And-Training-Supplementary-Planning-DocumentApr13.pdf
http://beta.reading.gov.uk/media/1190/Pre-Application-Enquiry-Form/pdf/Pre-app_1_Revised_Sep_2015.pdf
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There may be other s106 requirements which emerge during future pre-planning discussions 

or during the course of any future application submission and as such the above requirements 

are not definitive at this stage (please see our adopted s106 obligations SPD). 

 

You should also be mindful of the Reading Community Infrastructure Levy (CIL) too. The 

proposal would be CIL liable, at a charge of £148.24 per sqm of residential / Hotels / 

Sheltered Housing/ Private Rented Hostel Accommodation (including student accommodation. 

This is the 2019 CIL rate and includes indexation – explaining the increase from £120 when 

the CIL was originally adopted in 2015. Please see the RBC website for further details, 

including the approved charging schedule and guide for applicants available in full via this 

link. At the time of your application you will also be required to submit existing / proposed 

floor plans marked up to demonstrate your methodology for your calculation of the 

existing/proposed floorspace figures included on your CIL form.   

 

8. Concluding remarks 

 

In conclusion, based on the information submitted to date, it is firstly welcomed that pre-

application discussions are being entered into. There are a number of main conclusions at 

this early stage, based on the information provided. First, a residential, hotel or student 

accommodation conversion of the existing prison building is likely be able to be supported in 

principle, providing that the provision of an integral cultural or historical element which 

draws on the significance of the prison is also included as a fundamental element of any 

future proposal too. Furthermore, the proposals need to enhance the Abbey Quarter as a 

heritage/cultural destination; this also needs to be a critical and essential element of any 

future proposal.  

 

In terms of the wider site, it is advised that officers will have severe difficulties persuading 

elected members to accept any development beyond the re-use of the main prison building 

until further/fuller archaeological assessments and investigations take place. To assist in this 

regard you are therefore strongly encouraged to engage with Reading Museum / Abbey 

Quarter and you undertake positive and proactive engagement with elected Reading Borough 

Council Members in order to advance matters. 

 

http://www.reading.gov.uk/planningadvice
http://www.reading.gov.uk/planningadvice
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Notwithstanding the above, should the principle of redevelopment elsewhere on the 

remainder of the site subsequently be accepted, then significant concerns would be raised in 

relation to your initial proposals to the south of the main building. More specifically, there 

are fundamental concerns regarding the height and proximity of the proposed buildings in 

relation to the legibility/setting of the Listed prison building. Moreover, the proposed 

massing would also disrupt the strong visual connection between the Ruins and the prison. To 

the north of the prison building the proposed massing appears likely to be considered 

appropriate in principle, although this will naturally be subject to further 

views/townscape/settings considerations as your proposal advances. There are also a number 

of transport-based concerns at this stage, which could have fundamental knock-on 

implications for the future layout of any possible scheme.   

 

Naturally officers would welcome and expect further detailed pre-application discussions 

regarding your emerging proposals as they advance. Although this is undoubtedly one of the 

most exciting/important sites in the Borough, you should also be under no illusions as to the 

various challenges which await any proposal relating to this constrained allocated site.   

 

Please note that the advice contained within this letter is that of an officer of the Borough 

Council and is provided without prejudice to the decision of the Borough Council, in the 

event of a formal application for planning permission. This advice is in good faith and will not 

over-ride the formal consideration of a planning application by the Council.  

 

Yours sincerely 

 

Jonathan Markwell  (via email only)   

 

Jonathan Markwell 

Principal Planning Officer 

 

 

 

Appendix 1 – full version of the Historic Building Consultant’s observations in advance of the 

pre-application meeting: 
 

 

Memorandum: Consultee Response  
 

TO: Jonathan Markwell Direct Line:   

FROM: Jonathan Mullis Ext No. 0118 946 7000 

Consultee: Historic Buildings Consultant Dated: 

 

12-12-18 

Ref: Pre-App 181560 

Proposal: Application for conversion of Reading Prison to part residential use, alterations, extension and demolition of 
buildings and construction of new residential blocks 
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Location: Reading Gaol, Reading 

Consultee 

Response: 
DWG / Doc Ref:  

Legislative Framework 

Planning (Listed Buildings and Conservation Areas) Act 1990 
Sections 16 and 66 of the Act require authorities considering applications for planning permission or listed building consent 
for works which affect a listed building to have special regard to certain matters, including the desirability of preserving the 
setting of the building. 
Recent legal cases relating to issues of the setting of listed buildings have established that under section 70(3) the general 
power to grant planning permission under section 70(1) is expressly subject to sections 66 of the Planning (Listed 
Buildings and Conservation Areas) Act 1990.   
 
Section 66(1), in the determination of applications affecting the setting of a Listed Building, states that: 
 

‘in considering whether to grant planning permission for development which affects a listed building or its setting, the 
local planning authority, or, as the case may be, the Secretary of State shall have special regard to the desirability of 
preserving the building or its setting or any features of special architectural or historic interest which it possesses.’ 

 

Ancient Monuments and Archaeological Areas Act 1979  
The Ancient Monuments and Archaeological Areas Act 1979 (as amended) ('the 1979 Act'), is the legal framework for the 
protection of scheduled monuments and any works that might affect the site of a scheduled monument. 
 

Planning Policy Framework 

National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) 
In March 2012, the Government published the National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF), which replaced the National 
Planning Policy Statements (PPS) and Planning Policy Guidance (PPG). The NPPF was subsequently updated in 2018. 
The NPPF sets out a presumption in favour of sustainable development and a key dimension of ‘sustainability’ is defined 
as ‘…protecting and enhancing our…historic environment’ (DCLG et al, 2018).  

 
The NPPF (paragraph 189) requires that: 
 189. 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. The level of detail should be proportionate to the 
assets’ importance and no more than is sufficient to understand the potential impact of the proposal on their significance. 
As a minimum the relevant historic environment record should have been consulted and the heritage assets assessed 
using appropriate expertise where necessary. Where a site on which development is proposed includes, or has the 
potential to include, heritage assets with archaeological interest, local planning authorities should require developers to 
submit an appropriate desk-based assessment and, where necessary, a field evaluation. 
 
Paragraph 190 states: 
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 193 states 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 the more important the asset, the greater the weight should be). This is 
irrespective of whether any potential harm amounts to substantial harm, total loss or less than substantial harm to its 
significance 
 
Paragraph 196 states that:  
Where a development proposal will lead to less than substantial harm to the significance of a designated heritage asset, 
this harm should be weighed against the public benefits of the proposal including, where appropriate, securing its optimum 
viable use. 

 
Paragraph 197 states that:  
The effect of an application on the significance of a non-designated heritage asset should be taken into account in 
determining the application. In weighing applications that directly or indirectly affect non-designated heritage assets, a 
balanced judgement will be required having regard to the scale of any harm or loss and the significance of the heritage 
asset. 



 

19 

 

 

Planning Practice Guide (PPG) 
The Planning Practice Guide (PPG) (2014) clarifies the additional legal requirements under ‘What is the main legislative 
framework for planning and the historic environment?’ where it states that: 
 
In addition to the normal planning framework set out in the Town and Country Planning Act 1990…..the Planning (Listed 
Buildings and Conservation Areas) Act 1990 provides specific protection for buildings and areas of special architectural or 
historic interest. Any decisions relating to listed buildings and their settings and conservation areas must address the 
statutory considerations of the Planning (Listed Buildings and Conservation Areas) Act 1990 (see in particular sections 16, 
66 and 72) as well as satisfying the relevant policies within the National Planning Policy Framework and the Local Plan. 
(See ID 18a-002-20140306) 
 
The PPG states under ‘What is the setting of a heritage asset and how should it be taken into account?’ that: 
 
The contribution that setting makes to the significance of the heritage asset does not depend on there being public rights or 
an ability to access or experience that setting. This will vary over time and according to circumstance. When assessing any 
application for development which may affect the setting of a heritage asset, local planning authorities may need to 
consider the implications of cumulative change.  They may also need to consider the fact that developments which 
materially detract from the asset’s significance may also damage its economic viability now, or in the future, thereby 
threatening its on-going conservation. 

 

The PPG states under ‘How to assess if there is substantial harm?’ that: 

 
What matters in assessing if a proposal causes substantial harm is the impact on the significance of the heritage asset.  As 
the National Planning Policy Framework makes clear, significance derives not only from a heritage asset’s physical 
presence, but also from its setting. 

 
Whether a proposal causes substantial harm will be a judgment for the decision taker, having regard to the circumstances 
of the case and the policy in the National Planning Policy Framework. In general terms, substantial harm is a high test, so it 
may not arise in many cases.  
 
For example, in determining whether works to a listed building constitute substantial harm, an important consideration 
would be whether the adverse impact seriously affects a key element of its special architectural or historic interest.  It is the 
degree of harm to the asset’s significance rather than the scale of the development that is to be assessed. The harm may 
arise from works to the asset or from development within its setting. 
 
While the impact of total destruction is obvious, partial destruction is likely to have a considerable impact but, depending on 
the circumstances, it may still be less than substantial harm or conceivably not harmful at all, for example, when removing 
later inappropriate additions to historic buildings which harm their significance. Similarly, works that are moderate or minor 
in scale are likely to cause less than substantial harm or no harm at all. However, even minor works have the potential to 
cause substantial harm. 
 
The PPG states under ‘What is the setting of a heritage asset and how should it be taken into account?’ (Permalink ID 
18a-013-20140306) that: 
 
The extent and importance of setting is often expressed by reference to visual considerations. Although views of or from an 
asset will play an important part, the way in which we experience an asset in its setting is also influenced by other 
environmental factors such as noise, dust and vibration from other land uses in the vicinity, and by our understanding of 
the historic relationship between places. For example, buildings that are in close proximity but are not visible from each 
other may have a historic or aesthetic connection that amplifies the experience of the significance of each. The contribution 
that setting makes to the significance of the heritage asset does not depend on there being public rights or an ability to 
access or experience that setting. This will vary over time and according to circumstance. When assessing any application 
for development which may affect the setting of a heritage asset, local planning authorities may need to consider the 
implications of cumulative change.  They may also need to consider the fact that developments which materially detract 
from the asset’s significance may also damage its economic viability now, or in the future, thereby threatening its on-going 
conservation. 

 

Reading Borough Council Planning Policy 
Reading Borough Council Core Strategy CS33: Protection and Enhancement of the Historic Environment states: 
Historic features and areas of historic importance and other elements of the historic environment, including their settings, 
will be protected and where appropriate enhanced. This will include:  
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 Listed Buildings; 

 Conservation Areas; 

 Other features with local or national designation, such as sites and features of archaeological importance, and 
historic parks and gardens. 
 

Planning permission will only be granted where development has no adverse impact on historic assets and their settings. 
All proposals will be expected to protect and where appropriate enhance the character and appearance of the area in 
which they are located and for the purpose of ensuring that work is appropriate to the special architectural or historic 
interest of the listed building. 
 
Within para. 11.8 of the Core Strategy it also specifies that:  
 
The Borough Council is committed to protecting and where appropriate, enhancing the Borough’s historic environment. 
This includes ensuring that buildings and features of Local architectural and historic interest (which are not necessarily 
recognised components of the historic environment) are taken fully into account and safeguarded...”. 
 
Policy CS7: Design and the Public Realm relates to the general design of development within the borough and requires 
that: 
 
All development must be of high design quality that maintains and enhances the character and appearance of the area of 
Reading in which it is located. This can be achieved through the layout, landscape, density and mix, scale and architectural 
detailing and materials. The policy notes that development will also be assessed to ensure that they respond positively to 
their local context and create or reinforce local character and distinctiveness, including protecting and enhancing the 
historic environment of the Borough. 

 

Historic England Good Practice Advice 
Historic England has produced new guidance on the interpretation and implementation of the NPPF and PPG with regard 
to the historic environment in the form of: 

 Historic England Good Practice Advice in Planning Note 1: Conservation Area Designation, Appraisal and 
Management (Historic England, 2016); 

 Historic Environment Good Practice Advice in Planning Note 2: Managing Significance in Decision-Taking (Historic 
England, 2015a);  

 Historic Environment Good Practice Advice in Planning Note 3: The Setting of Heritage Assets (Historic England, 
2015b); and 

 Historic England Good Practice Advice in Planning Note 4: Tall Buildings (Historic England, 2015c). 

 

Proposals 
The main proposals for the prison structures are outlined in paragraph 6.3 of the Feasibility Study (Purcell, 2018) based on 

principles set out in paragraph 6.2 as Broad Design Parameters.  

 

External 
The external proposals detailed consist of: 

 remove the administration block along the north front elevation to reveal the original prison entrance;  

 re-instate the original north prison entrance following removal of the modern administration block; 

 remove other unsympathetic appendages and walkways from the immediate curtilage of the listed building;  

 remove and replace majority of modern, unsympathetic insertions in cell windows with more appropriate surrounds 
which necessitate minimal impact to the surrounding built fabric;  

 retain the small number of original windows and use as a template for more sympathetic but functional 
replacement for modern windows; 

 remove or minimise the appearance of unsympathetic additions such as air conditioning units and fire escapes; 

 consider reinstating original doorway into the building for example at the basement level at the south-east corner of 
C wing; 

 retain views across the site from the roof of the central tower, this means that all introduced buildings should be 
subordinate to the main prison building and ideally hidden from view externally behind the prison walls; and  

 replace asbestos tiles on roof. 

 

Internal 
The internal proposals detailed consist of: 

 retain the open volume of the former chapel for congregational/community use; 
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 remove any unsympathetic insertions from the interior such as warden’s offices and exposed service runs and 
plant; 

 retain a strong representative sample of single cells within the cell wings which are particularly well preserved at 
first and second floor levels; 

 reuse to be sympathetic to the historic use of the building; 

 respect the historic circulation and sight lines across the building;  

 service runs and systems to be reused in any development to accommodate new plant and service runs to 
minimise impact on historic fabric; 

 minimise impact on historic fabric such as new openings and retain nibs in opening up of cells 

 retain the open volume of the prison wings, respecting sightlines along the galleries and vertically down to ground 
level; 

 higher levels of change may be considered in lower ground and ground floor levels of D wing which have been 
subject to greater levels of 20th century intervention; 

 reinstate circulation between the cell wings and former chapel and the floor plan of the rooms; 

 remove unsympathetic insertions (windows, doors, railings etc) and replace with historically appropriate 
replacements; 

 all materials and finishes to be appropriate to the building’s historic character; 

 reinstate the form of the governor’s office at first floor level; 

 retain the size and placement of the original window openings to retain the sense of the historic prison; 

 retain the majority of the staircases and balcony railings which are original; 

 insertion of new stair wells and lift shafts should be considerate of the existing built fabric and historic circulation 
around the building; and 

 continue the historic separation of the eastern portion of the lower ground floor of B wing. 
 

The Initial Options Uses Examined 
The following potential use functions and their appropriateness are examined in the feasibility study as follows: 

Planning Use Category Feasibility Conclusion on Appropriateness Summary

: Yes/No 

A1 - Shops  considered unlikely to be unsuitable as outside the 
town commercial area 

X 

A2 - Financial and Professional 
Services 

 considered unsuitable X 

A3 - Restaurants and Cafes  considered suitable in part 
 

A4 - Drinking Establishments  considered suitable in part 
 

A5 - Hot Food Takeaways  considered unsuitable X 

B - Business Offices, research 
and development, light industry 

 appropriate in a residential area considered suitable 
in part 

 

B2 - General Industrial  considered unsuitable X 

B3-B7 - Special Industrial 
Groups 

 considered unsuitable X 

B8 - Storage or Distribution  considered unsuitable X 

C1 - Hotels  considered suitable in part 
 

C2 - Residential Institutions  considered unsuitable X 

C2A - Secure Residential 
Institution 

 considered unsuitable X 

C3 - Dwelling houses  considered suitable 
 

C4 - House  in multiple occupancy considered suitable 
 

D1 - Non-Residential Institutions  considered suitable 
 

D2 - Assembly and Leisure  considered suitable in part 
 

Sui Generis  considered suitable in part 
 

 

Proposed Main Options: 
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The main options outlined in the feasibility Study consist of: 

 Option A: Single Storey Apartments across the ground to second floor with ancillary use limited to the basement. 
Partial retention of the cell layout at ground to second floor level with some dividing walls removed and cell 
divisions represented by the retention of wall nibs and ceiling beams.  
Feasibility Study Impact Rating: Low Adverse 

 Option B: Duplex Apartments proposes working within the existing cell blocks with single storey apartments only 
at ground floor level of D wing. Duplex apartments would necessitate the removal of some dividing walls between 
the cells to and between floors to insert stairs.  
Feasibility Study Impact Rating: Low-Medium Adverse 

 Option C: Mixed Use with hotel as the main function, at lower ground, ground, first and second floor levels with 
ancillary uses also too the lower ground floor, café/bar at ground floor and events/conference area at first floor and 
second floor. Conversion to hotel would necessitate the loss of some internal divisions between cells but would 
result in no change to the vertical circulation as proposed within the duplex option. 
Feasibility Study Impact Rating: Low Adverse 

 Option D: Student Halls as the main use across ground, first and second floors with ancillary space in the lower 
ground floor and café/bar/shop within the former A wing at ground floor level and events/foodhall to first and 
second floors in A wing. Conversion to student units would necessitate the loss of some internal divisions between 
cells but would result in no change to the vertical circulation as proposed within the duplex option. 
Feasibility Study Impact Rating: Low-Adverse 

 

Window Treatments 
The proposals for alterations to the windows consist of three options: 

 

 Option 1: Re-use of existing opening with a new window opening with three brick courses below existing; 

 Option 2: Re-use of existing opening with a new window opening with five brick courses below existing; and 

 Option 3: Lowering of existing window opening to form a new, large window opening. 

 

Forming New Openings 
The proposals indicate the removal of vertical walls between vaulted cell roofs to increase cell sizes with roof springing 
points supported on new horizontal beams; nibs are proposed for retention to the verticals. 

 

Improvements to Existing Balcony Balustrades 
The proposals for alterations to the balconies consist of two options: 
 

 Option 1: Remedial cantilever steel/glass balustrade outboard and below existing 

 Option 2: Tension wire grid protection to central voids  

 

Access and Circulation 
The proposals indicate the demolition of the existing modern gatehouse and associated buildings and 20

th
 century wall. It is 

proposed to incorporate a public area to the north of the site and circulation retained around the periphery along the walls. 

 

New Development 
The proposed development within the existing site would consist of new blocks forming a large C-shape, to form 
apartments to the southeast and southwest corners of the main prison block, south as there is an area of artificially raised 
ground. The new blocks would overlook the river Kennet with the indicative scheme showing part 3, part 5 storeys with 
related ‘windows’ to be cut in the surrounding prison wall to provide views of the river Kennet. It is proposed to incorporate 
a central access route through to Chestnut Walk, to the south. The proposed blocks would replace the existing large 
modern Workshop/Chapel/Education/Gym building and the adjacent Games Court.  

 

Discussion  
The supporting documentation confirms the high significance of the main prison, consisting of four wings and forming a 
cruciform shape which results in the requirement to adopt a considered and sensitive approach in terms of its conversion; 
other surrounding modern buildings are considered to have less architectural and historic interest and have been excluded 
by Historic England from the Listing.  
 
The main proposals for the prison structures are outlined in paragraph 6.3 of the Feasibility Study (Purcell, 2018) based on 
principles set out in paragraph 6.2. The Broad Design Parameters in paragraph 6.2 appear sensitive to the overall heritage 

value of the Prison site and are considered to be sympathetic proposals which are supported as general principles.  

 
The Feasibility Study proposes re-use of the Prison predominantly as apartments with the potential alternative uses as 
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duplex apartments, a hotel or student accommodation. Generally, the re-use of the buildings as apartments is considered 
to be the least impactful and most appropriate. However, the alternative uses of hotel or student accommodation also offer 
suitable alternatives. The use of duplex apartments, involving insertion of stairways through floors to link two storeys, 
would potentially have a greater impact and be less appropriate. 
 
The following proposed main alterations to the main cell blocks and structural works are discussed below: 

 new openings in internal walls to combine cells into larger internal spaces consisting of doorways between cells 
and removal of the majority of the wall, leaving stub walls as piers – some alterations to cell size is to be accepted 
in order to achieve a sustainable future use for the building.  

The retention of some ‘model’ or historically important cells intact (e.g. Wilde’s cell) would be accepted 

subject to definitive archival research;  
 

 new openings in external walls to insert new windows and to increase size of existing windows. Again, changes to 
the windows size would be accepted in areas where the windows have already been altered in the more recent 
period with concrete surrounds and re-built brickwork around them. The existing prison windows are high-up and 
small for security reasons; 

The retention of the original and gothic forms of windows would be expected. A preferred option is not yet 

obvious and further details are required.  However, increasing the size of windows could afford the 

opportunity to reinstate some better window-surround detailing; and 
 

 existing balustrades increased in height to comply with building regulation requirements.  

Changes to incorporate extra balustrade height for safety reasons to be expected. A preferred option is 

not yet obvious and further details are required.  
 
The proposals for re-use of the site possibly in part as community use with a small museum aiming to attract Heritage 
Lottery Funding is considered a worthy aspiration but is not set out in any detail. 

 

Demolitions 
It is proposed to demolish the large Workshop/Gym building to the southeast of the site, the former 
Workshop/Administration building attached to C wing, the gatehouse block to the northwest of the site and the 
Administration (Visits Area) block attached to D wing. The proposals to demolish the existing modern gatehouse, wall and 
associated buildings, together with new commercial units to replace them at the entrance to the site are supported, giving 
the opportunity to provide new access from the north.  

 

New development 
The proposed demolition of the existing large modern Workshop/Chapel/Education/Gym building and the adjacent Games 
Court to the south would allow new development to replace them on the artificially raised ground. These are later buildings 
which are not considered to be of special interest and their removal could be considered an improvement to the setting by 
increasing legibility dependent on what replaces those buildings.  The proposal for confining any potential new residential 
blocks to the south of the site, where there have the greatest previous changes to soil levels and hence less archaeological 
impact, would seem logical and achievable.  
 
However, the proximity of the proposed buildings to central Listed Prison block and the proposed heights of the new blocks 
are likely to decrease its legibility. Whilst the study talks about retaining the dominance of the prison and allowing it to 
breathe by stepping down in height of the new residential blocks towards the existing building, allowing the visibility of the 
central tower to remain, the indicative sketch of the new blocks shows storey heights which are comparable to the three-
storey prison block immediately adjacent to it and stepping up to 4-storeys to the southwest and 5-storeys to the southeast. 
This requires further detailing and design to reduce the potential impact on the significance of the Listed Building from 
dominant buildings within its setting.  

 

Conclusions 
The main identified issues consist of the preserving key views across the site, restrictions on the height and form of new 
development, constraining new refurbishment work to the existing fabric of the cells, reconciling Building Regulations and 
the requirements of the Listed Buildings status regarding means of escape, heat loss, structure and accessibility and 
disability access across the site and the means of opening-up pedestrian routes between the prison site and rest of the 
Abbey Quarter development. 
 

Summary Please see above. 
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Appendix 2 – Historic England advice letter (Ref PA00406553, dated 6/2/19)   


