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Permitted Development Rights 

Inquiry 
The aim of this short inquiry is to examine the Government’s recent and 
proposed changes to permitted development rights in respect of large-
scale development, commercial-to-residential conversions and changes of 
use between different types of commercial and retail premises. In 
particular, the inquiry will explore their role in supporting economic growth 
and their impact on local authorities, including their ability to plan 
development holistically, developer contributions, the provision of services 
and social housing and the supply and quality of new homes. 

 

This inquiry is currently accepting evidence 

The committee wants to hear your views. We welcome submissions from anyone with 

answers to the questions in the call for evidence. You can submit evidence until Friday 30 

April 2021. 

 

Call for evidence 

Terms of Reference 

With specific reference to permitted development in respect of large-scale 
development, commercial-to-residential conversions and changes of use 
between different types of commercial and retail premises: 

 
 
Ashford KALC responses April 2021 
 
Ashford KALC is part of the Kent Association of Local Councils, which in turn is part of 
the National Association of Local Councils (NALC).  Ashford KALC comprises almost all 
of the 40 parish, town and community councils in the Borough of Ashford. It addresses 
topics of common interest, one of which is the operation of the planning system. 
 
The group represents a diverse range and size of parishes, ranging from long-established 
rural villages to newly formed urban parishes created in Ashford’s recent expansion.  
Representatives also have a wide range of planning, statistical and other skills in addition to 
their parish council experience including close involvement with the planning system.   
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• What role should permitted development rights (PDR) play in the 
planning system? 

Permitted Development Rights (PDR) should remain a tool to enable property owners to 
make small amendments or improvements without having to go through complicated 
processes for approval. This reserves LPA resources for significant development with 

material planning considerations.  

PDR should not be a vehicle for extending ownership rights to change the use of a 
building without community consultation.  It should be used to ensure public resources 
(i.e. LPA Planning Departments) are focussed on changes that impact place making, 
community services and the environment.  

In the future PDR could be a tool for proposing change of use of existing buildings as 
part of plan making. (* see last point on page 5 for more detail)   

• What is the impact of PDR on the quality and quantity of new 
housing, including affordable and social housing? 

PDR in its current form, has little impact on the quantity of new housing as it is often used 
in an ad hoc manner and on single buildings.  The exception to this is where PDR is used 
to generate residential development of former commercial buildings, where numbers of 
properties can be significant through the creation of flats.  Where this is the case PDR 
can, without proper enforceable standards, negatively impact the quality of housing due 
to the very nature of retrofitting homes into buildings that were not designed for that 
purpose.   

It is well known that the Liverpool Research on behalf of MHCLG July 2020 showed that 
“the internal design of conversions did reveal much more significant difference between 
schemes created through planning permission and those created through permitted 
development. Overall, only 22.1% of dwelling units created through PDR would meet the 
nationally described space standards (NDSS).” It continues to say, “Regarding amenity 
space, just 3.5% of the PDR units we analysed benefitted from access to private amenity 
space.” 

It has to be mandatory that PDR complies with the LPA or Neighbourhood Planning 
Design Code, together with the latest building regulations and “Access to and Uses of 
Buildings” in particular M4(2). 

• What is the impact of PDR on local planning authorities, developer 
contributions and the provision of infrastructure and services? 

PDR can bring forward substantial numbers of new homes without any consideration of 
the additional demand generated for services and infrastructure.  This puts further 
pressure on LPAs and on communities.  In our area, rapid growth has put health services 
specifically under huge pressure, which cannot easily be resolved. Developers proposing 
change of use under PDR must be made subject to the same obligations as developers 
of new builds to support public services and fund infrastructure improvements that 
become necessary because of the change of use. 
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• Is the government’s approach to PDR consistent with its vision in the 
Planning White Paper? 

No. The only point on which the amended PDR will support the vision in the Planning for 
the Future White Paper is that it is likely that development comes forward via conversion 
from retail or offices into residential use is likely to result in small, flatted accommodation, 

most likely to appeal to first time buyers.   

The main emphasis in the White Paper is on plan led development, that is thoughtful, 
well designed and creates beautiful homes.  PDR is unlikely to achieve, or assist in, that.  
PDR applications are by their very nature unplanned, and though local plans should 
support windfall applications it is the nature of change of use that most undermines local 
place making. This also contradicts Planning for the Future’s proposal for a zonal 
planning system. Furthermore, the White Paper seeks to encourage greater community 
involvement in Plan making, through digitisation and changes in consultation process.  
This is proposed to be all front loaded, so that communities know what is planned for 

their locality. PDR undermines that ambition.  

• What is the impact of PDR on the ability of local authorities to plan 
development and shape their local communities? 

PDR in town centres cuts right across valiant attempts by LPAs to reconfigure and adapt 
to the seismic shift in retailing and now possibly also office use. Local communities and 
councils with long term vision, rather than external and possibly opportunistic 
developers, need to lead this evolution.  

The latest government changes to limit size is probably helpful: it would probably curtail 
the owners of shopping precincts selling sites on to another property company for PDR 
housing. 
 
There should be special consideration of the impact of PDR with regard to retail to 
residential in villages where there may only be one or two shops, maybe a public house.  
Without the shops and the pub, the heart goes out of a place and communities become 
car dependent.  Small high streets are a fragile ecosystem; the loss of one retail unit can 
devastate the business of those that remain, as it is the network of the whole that brings 
the footfall upon which they all depend. The 3 month stay on vacant property will make 
no difference what-so-ever and is laughable when properties have become vacant for 
covid reasons and will remain so until the economy recovers.   
 
For example, in Ashford Borough, Charing is a “rural service centre” according to the 
LPA, which means it should have a small range of shops to serve not just its own 
population but surrounding villages for everyday needs or top up shopping. It is a 
growing village - likely to expand by nearly 50% over the next decade. For the High 
Street to work properly it needs to have a range of offerings so that people know that on 
one trip they can buy the Sunday joint, go to the post office and pop into the general 
store to buy a few essentials. Or maybe have a coffee with a friend. Except we no longer 
have a coffee shop. The one we had only was in very small premises. Custom for a 
tea/coffee shop ebbs and flows and the shop was not big enough to accommodate the 
flow at peak periods. It struggled financially and finally folded.  
 
Opposite is a building which used to have a restaurant/wine bar plus flat above. Its 
downstairs is plenty large enough (plus outdoor space) and would make a beautiful and 
characterful coffee shop/wine bar/restaurant.  But it has, apart from one very short 
period, been empty for at least 10 years. The owner has it on the market – but the price 
requested reflects its value as 100% residential. This highlights another risk to rural 
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communities from PDR, where the value of a treasured local retail property is 
considerably enhanced if proposed for residential use, rather than the shop the 
community requires.  
 
In rural areas the Agricultural PDR under Class Q, allows only a very narrow list of 
factors to be considered, heritage, listed curtilage and shared access being excluded. 
Former agricultural building locations are often very complicated, and usually rather 
isolated.  Former farmyards quite often end up in multiple ownership. A PDR application 
in this situation results in something that is either entirely unsuitable or implementable - 
or both. When this happens, a parish council is often in the centre of things to try to help 
resolve a problem! It also invalidates local planning.  
 
Para 79 of the NPPF states that:  Planning policies and decisions should avoid the 
development of isolated homes in the countryside unless one or more of a set of specific 
criteria apply, (one of which is re-use of an existing building).  
 
However, PDR has led to ANY building that can be demonstrated to have former 
agricultural use being considered for residential use. Planning approval gained through 
this route often later results in Building Control advising that the building is unsound, it is 
then demolished and another built. In this case, PDR is not simplifying a process at all, 
merely providing a toe in the door, that is then followed by a lengthy and complex 
process which essentially negates any attempt by the LPA to discourage the 
development of isolated homes in the countryside that are car dependent due to the lack 
of services and facilities.  

 
By definition the new Class F2 Local Community Uses needs greater protection to 
protect the needs of the community against PDR. This should be granted by extending 
the Asset of Community Value protection for rural shops particularly. In many villages 
residential property has a higher value than retail and needs protection from PDR. A 
single local shop is a lifeline to many people living in rural locations, particularly the 
elderly. What is to stop unscrupulous landlords increasing rent to make retail property 
unviable as a business, being left empty for 3 months then proposed to the LPA for 
development to residential use under PDR? 
 

 

• Is the government right to argue that PDR supports business and 
economic growth? 

If plan led, the transition from a retail or commercial use can bring new life into an area 
that has fallen into disuse.  However, as a general argument it is flawed, as the main 
business supported by the new PDR regarding commercial property conversion to 
residential is the developer themselves.  There is of course the hope that the new 
residents will use other nearby businesses, however, if the area is redeveloped in an ad 
hoc manner due to PDR, it is only by chance that other businesses will be nearby or even 
relevant.  The argument should not be used to support PDR. 

Transformation of commercial property into residential is fraught with issues, not least the 
fact that many commercial areas have been designed as such and are not appropriate 
places for people to live. They may be remote from public services.  There are often 
office buildings in or adjacent to industrial sites.  This shared use is appropriate because 
both have need for parking, access, maybe they are close to major infrastructure.  
However, if developed piece meal via PDR, there could be an inappropriate mix of 
residential and commercial operations, that will result in very unpleasant places to live. 

One local example where encouraging conversion of retail into residential use was plan 
led: in Canterbury it was found that the storage spaces above many high street 
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businesses were under used, so conversion into flatted residential use was encouraged 
and brought life into the city centre after the shops closed. 

• What is the impact of PDR on the involvement of local communities 
in the planning process? 

PDR undermines community involvement in the planning process.  Though an 
application is published and made available through the consultation process, often 
people do not understand that the LPA has no authority to prevent the change of use.  
The recent incremental increase in applicable PDRs is a slippery slope for the 
government, which has stated that it wishes to simplify the planning system. 

Communities, who are not familiar with the detail of how or why an LPA planning decision 
is made, often perceive that the LPA has no interest in local opinion or, worse, that the 
LPA is somehow benefitting from an unpopular planning decision, when in fact they are 
working with the applicant to reach the best outcome but cannot refuse the application 
due to PDR. In short PDR is not making the planning system simpler; it is complicating it, 
making it less democratic and is not helping LPAs to shape thriving communities. 

Another local example of cynical exploitation of PDR is 18/1009/AS (dealing with a site 
being disposed of by ADAS, part of DEFRA) Olantigh Road, Wye, Ashford, Kent, TN25 
5EL. The application was Notification for Prior Approval for a proposed change of use of 
use of lower and upper ground floors from B1a office use to 52 C3 dwellings 
(resubmission of application 15/01602/AS). The buildings were in fact an old laboratory, 
never offices and local people knew this.  The village has a Neighbourhood Plan that was 
overruled due to this claim of PDR, resulting in bad feeling between the community, 
developer and LPA that does not auger well for future residents and leaves a community 
that will take a long time to heal.  The only beneficiary is the developer, whose 
relationship with the community is short term. 
 

• Should the government reform PDR? If so, how? 

*PDR could be a tool to bring forward commercial property as part of Plan Making.  Just 
as sites are called for during the making of a local plan, buildings could also be brought 
forward with suggested repurposing to be considered as part of the local plan.  This 
would ensure that the change of use is considered holistically, in the context of the local 
plan, along with the necessary infrastructure and services, to create homes that people 
will enjoy living in, in a location that is designed for businesses and people to flourish. 

In addition, written submissions may touch on any other matter relevant to the 
government’s approach towards these kinds of permitted development. 

 We want our inquiries to be informed by a diverse range of voices. Our committee 
team are happy to help if you require a reasonable adjustment, such as an extension 
to the deadline, or submitting evidence in an alternative format: please get in touch 
at hclgcom@parliament.uk or 020 7219 5364. 

Please note: The Housing, Communities and Local Government Committee 
examines policy issues relating to the Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local 
Government and its associated bodies. It is unable to investigate, or adjudicate 
on, individual cases. While you may request anonymity or confidentiality, we can’t 
guarantee this will happen as the Committee has the power to decide. Requests will 
be granted if there is a likelihood of adverse effects on family or others. 


