
 

 
 Introduction. 
 
1. I am writing on behalf of British Destinations, the trade association for many 
of the UK’s major destinations. See www.britishdestinations.co.uk for 
background detail. Whist our primary interests lie within tourism and the visitor 
economy, this brings us into direct contact with associated social, economic 
and the wider destination management related issues, including housing 
development, planning and economic development.   
 
2. After consulting our membership, we are focusing the majority of our 
comments on your proposals relating to the change of use from “hotels to 
houses”; proposals that we should say from the outset, we feel are ill 
conceived. Unfortunately, we neglected to engage in last year’s preliminary 
evidence gathering exercise, something we now regret, since it would appear 
that some fundamental issues and, especially those relating to class C1 
(hotels, boarding and guest houses) where we have some expertise, were 
either missed or have had insufficient weight attributed to them.   
 
3. This response is, therefore, intended to rectify our previous failing and alert 
you to some of what, we hope, are the unintended consequences of your 
proposals.  In doing so it has not proved possible to follow your response 
format, or to give concise answers, for which we apologise.  Despite these 
failings we hope that you read and digest the following narrative comment. 
 
4. Before dealing with the C1 issues there is one other major area of concern 
relating to your proposals on agricultural building, which we wish to raise, not 
least because it also exposes a fundamental question which we think impacts 
across the entire piece.   
 
5. We make no detailed comment on the retail proposals because it would 
appear that our members are broadly unconcerned by them, rather than 
enthusiastically supportive. This is largely because the relaxation proposed is 
more temporary in its nature and, thus, we assume, entirely reversible should 
the actual usage of the properties concerned prove to be at odds with desired 
outcomes and wider local interests. These observations are probably 
substantive points worthy of note in their own right, but are not pursued further 
in the text below.  
 
 Agricultural buildings and wider implications 
 
6. What constitutes redundancy and who will be the arbiter?  In your 
introduction (paragraph 5) you state that the aim of the proposal is to 
encourage; “the reuse of empty and redundant existing buildings where the 
original use was no longer required or appropriate”.  This statement contains 
both a plausible description of properties, which have clearly lost their original 
purpose and a laudable aspiration to bring them back in to viable use. The 
theme of redundancy is also implicit in the title of the section on agricultural 
builds, it is also implicit in the section on retail (paragraph 38) and at the very 
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least implied in the opening paragraphs on the section on hotels to housing 
(paragraphs 41 and 42). We, therefore, assume that these proposals are 
principally directed towards recycling the unused and redundant rather than 
just the imposition of new, presumably more profitable, uses on otherwise 
functioning buildings.   Certainly in respect of C1 proposals this is critical 
because unless the proposals are aimed specifically at redundancy, short-
term employment gains in construction and/or profit for developers will be at 
the direct expense of existing long term jobs in tourism and the visitor 
economy. 
 
7. Unfortunately as the consultation unfolds there is no clarity on what 
constitutes “empty” and critically “redundant”. Nor is there clarity on how that 
question will be addressed if it isn’t via the current requirement to apply for 
change of use via the planning system. Some have ventured to suggest that 
in practice references to redundancy are no more than a smoke screen 
inserted to hide the real purpose and give it some popular appeal. We, of 
course, assume they are wrong.  Certainly, the average layperson might not 
take issue with the sympathetic reuse of a derelict or semi derelict building, 
but between a farm or hotel building in that condition and building in full 
agricultural or tourism use there are many shades of grey and huge 
opportunity for personal interpretation.   Without clear definitions and without a 
robust system of arbitration how do you ensure that the proposed relaxation 
does simply become a means of circumventing otherwise entirely reasonable, 
and necessary, local applied planning restrictions?   
 
8. In the consultative section on agricultural buildings you do appear to 
recognise that there may be an issue as to whether a building is genuinely 
redundant and whether the proposed more relaxed regime may therefore be 
open to deliberate abuse (paragraph 29). You do so on the grounds that new 
agricultural buildings are a permitted class and can already be built without 
planning permission.  The logic behind your concern appears to be that any 
abuse (proliferation) would concern the construction of new buildings, which 
at some point soon after could be declared “redundant” and then used for 
some none agricultural purpose permitted under the new proposals.  This is a 
very obvious loophole and one that the suggested 10-year minimum period in 
agricultural usage would seem to be a not unreasonable means of negating.  
Albeit, you don’t venture to suggest why that particular period has been 
selected, (it sounds reasonable but is it?) nor do you suggest who will actively 
police this 10-year rule if it isn’t the planning process and the current 
obligation to apply for change of use, before any development can take place. 
 
9. What you appear to have ignored or missed entirely is the distinct 
possibility that new agricultural structures could soon be built in order to 
create apparent redundancy in older, more attractive buildings and, thus, 
allowing them then to be converted or used for a potentially radically different 
purpose without scrutiny of the planning system.  We think that this is a far 
more realistic scenario and one which could have potentially alarming impacts 
for the look and feel of the English countryside, should a rash of unnecessary, 
new, typically “tin shed” style agricultural buildings start appearing with the 
sole aim of creating redundancy elsewhere.  From a tourism prospective this 



would damage the very asset that visitors are being encouraged to engage 
with.   
 
10. We are far from convinced that the range of uses proposed for redundant 
agricultural buildings are so similar in planning terms that they do not require 
consent. For example, using an agricultural barn to store hay or store, say, 
manufactured goods or, indeed, to store anything else, may be a very similar 
use, but converting the same barn to holiday letting accommodation, office 
space, workshop or food preparation business is surely a very different 
matter, not least where it involves major physical change to facilitate it, a 
radically different usage and/or where that different usage generates very 
different physical impacts. Rather than a blanket relaxation, a far better 
solution may be to retain the current planning restrictions but with a very clear 
presumption attached that approval would follow where there was a proven 
natural redundancy and the proposed new use is appropriate.  Or isn’t that 
more or less what we have now? 
 
11. Non Agricultural Buildings. Whilst in the section on agricultural buildings 
you do at least give some consideration to whether buildings are genuinely 
redundant, no such consideration appears to be given in the sections on retail 
or accommodation properties.  Here you simply make some broad 
assumptions about the scale and nature of redundancy and about the causes, 
which we feel are neither robust nor evidenced. In the tourism sector at least, 
many of the apparently failing or failed accommodation businesses are in that 
position not simply because of change in the volume or nature of consumer 
demand. There are complex, multiple reasons for apparent trading difficulties, 
including failure or inability to invest, poor management, poor service ethics or 
simply in some cases that their owner/occupiers no longer have the will or 
desire to trade in that particular business sector.  The latter is particularly 
apparent in some “life style” businesses that provide the operator their home, 
for example in the area s of B&B, guesthouse provision.  A tourism business 
that isn’t trading well or trading at all isn’t automatically surplus to 
requirements or without purpose within the accommodation sector, as you 
appear to believe. Moreover, there are many properties that are trading well 
and fulfilling an often vital function within a destination but which could, 
nonetheless, make developers a significant profit if their use were changed to 
some form of residential usage. 
 
12. Who or what under your proposals will be the arbiter of redundancy and 
what constitutes a genuine redundancy of purpose, rather than redundancy 
through, say, poor business practice, neglect or as a result of deliberate 
action?  What is to stop me buying an attractive hotel that under current 
planning regulation or local policy wouldn’t get permission to be developed 
into, say, expensive flats, retirement or holiday homes, closing it for a short 
period and convert the now “redundant” property regardless? What is to stop 
me buying a poorly performing and, therefore, relatively cheap guesthouse 
and turning it, with little or no investment into a poor quality, overly densely 
occupied, inappropriately located housing in multiple occupation? Up to now 
the answer has been a proactive planning system, usually linked to well 
thought through local plans. A system which in our experience takes an 



informed view on whether a property, agricultural, retail or hotel, genuinely, no 
longer serves its previous purpose, or still has purpose but which is influenced 
by other external factors that, combined, make it effectively redundant.  In the 
case of the retail proposals the risk of getting it wrong are, of course, 
mitigated by the fact that the proposed relaxation is temporary and, thus, 
entirely reversible. No such safeguard appears to be proposed in either the 
agricultural or accommodation sectors. 
 
13. Unless you replace the current level of local scrutiny with some other 
equally robust process (if you do then what’s the point of removing the 
existing system?), you are creating loopholes that will almost certainly be 
exploited across all the use classes covered by the proposal and, in particular, 
within the agricultural and accommodation sectors.  In major well-established 
tourism destinations these proposals are likely to drive a coach and horses 
through carefully structured and well-considered local plans.  In some other 
smaller towns and rural areas it may contribute directly to the loss of hotels, 
potentially even the main or only hotel, simply because of the financial 
attraction of housing development and the newly created opportunities for 
conversion, without appropriate reference to the wider social or economic 
considerations that that planning process rightly includes.  
 
14. You do offer up article 4 direction as a potential backstop, but, in our 
experience it is a long drawn-out and unnecessarily complex procedure and 
there is also a concurrent issue of what takes place in the interim between the 
change to planning and article 4 direction taking effect? Some larger 
destinations will probably, in desperation, see merit in it, but we doubt that it 
will help smaller towns and rural areas where numbers of premises involved 
wouldn’t warrant the necessary action, or at least not until it were too late and 
the entirely predictable damage was done.  In addition, forcing what we 
predict will be large numbers of authorities to seek article 4 direction hardly 
constitutes a simplification of the national planning process.   
 
15. Nor does it appear that the considerable cost to the public purse 
associated with article 4 direction has been included within your impact 
assessment. If it has we can’t see it.  We also believe that the impact 
assessment is entirely wrong in its assertion that any lost revenue from 
planning applications will be largely compensated for by a reduction in 
workloads (and presumably staff?) resulting from the need to process fewer 
applications. If anything, workloads will stay the same or, more likely, increase 
if planning departments are to adequately police issues formerly dealt with 
within and funded from the planning application process. The more informal 
policing structure will be more, not less, time and resource intensive as the 
onus falls more on the Council to check and not the developer to inform.  
 
16. Essentially we are far from convinced that the current planning 
requirements are unnecessary, nor do we believe that they are acting as a 
major barrier to appropriate development, something we explore further in the 
paragraphs that follow specifically about Class C1 development. 
 
 



 
Class C1 concerns. 
 
17.  The Hotels to Homes section.  We read your section on “Hotels to 
Homes” with growing alarm.  They appear to contain a number of outdated 
and stereotypical views of the British tourism industry and the state of the 
market.  These are views we have fought long and hard to rectify and, 
therefore, it is a disappointment to see that they are still alive and well in 
Westminster.  This section of the consultation also fails to make it clear that 
your apparent intent is only to encourage change of use from C1 hotels, 
boarding and guesthouses to C3 dwelling houses.  That is only explicitly 
stated in the body of the impact assessment and not in the main text of the 
consultation.  Firstly, we would wish to be assured that the intent is only to 
allow movement between C1 and C3 and not any of the other C class usage.  
If that isn’t the intent then the consultation is seriously flawed because that is 
the impression many consultees have been labouring under.  Even if it is the 
case, we remain concerned that your proposals will allow many C4 Houses in 
Multiple Occupation (HMOs) to slip through the planning net, since change of 
use between C3 and C4 is already permitted for properties occupied by no 
more than 6 residents. In practice the 6 resident ruling is extremely difficult to 
police and the potential negative impact of poor management of HMO 
development of any size is well known. 
 
18. Two broad areas impacted. We believe the proposal will cause major 
problems and have unintended consequences in two particular areas of class 
C1 provision.  At one end of the scale we foresee an issue relating to the 
conversion of an, admittedly, relatively small, but nonetheless important, 
number of probably larger, better quality properties, which have particular 
appeal in terms of such things as architectural quality, location, environment, 
scenic quality, views, etc.  We foresee it because regular attempts, usually 
rightly thwarted by the planning system, occur, particularly in some of the 
more “affluent or genteel” coastal resort towns and inland destinations.  It can 
also be an issue in some smaller market towns and in some rural areas where 
provision of both accommodation and housing is sparser and the financial 
appeal of conversion to housing high.   
 
19. The loss of these establishments within a major destination may give 
some short-term advantage to competitor businesses but it will also have a 
detrimental impact on the overall offer and, therefore, the future viability of the 
destination and the disparate businesses that combined form them. For 
example, the loss of 4 or 5 star accommodation may mean that certain types 
of conferences can no longer be catered for in the town’s existing conference 
venue(s), with a knock on effect on the entire destination. In the case of small 
towns or rural areas the loss of a major serviced accommodation provider 
could have dire consequences for all manner of local businesses. In both 
instances the types and scale of additional housing likely to be created by the 
conversion isn’t going to do much to meet housing targets or housing needs.  
Arguably, therefore, at best, only the owners and developers stand to gain. 
 



20. At the other end of the scale we foresee a very large number of smaller 
buildings being converted, often cheaply and often inappropriately into high 
density, poor quality private rented sector properties.  In this case we foresee 
it because it is precisely what has been happening, principally, but not 
exclusively, in coastal resorts, for some year’s, albeit moderated and 
managed to a considerable degree by the existing planning regime.  Whilst an 
open house approach might, in the short term, help meet national social 
housing targets, it will do nothing positive for other residents in the areas 
affected.  It will have a detrimental impact on the trade of most other 
businesses (of all types) and, thus, on employment and growth prospects. 
Critically, it will also further disadvantage the disadvantaged who end up 
being concentrated in cramped, poor quality accommodation in areas with 
little prospect of employment and limited access to appropriate social, 
educational and training support.  Where former C1 properties are redundant 
they are regularly converted but under the current system the nature and style 
and, vitally, the density of occupation within each property and within areas is 
managed in a way that best serves both prospective and existing residents’ 
social and economic interests. 
 
21. Fulfilling housing need. The creation of even more poor, low quality/low 
cost housing will almost certainly serve to attract further social migration, 
rather than simply serving to fulfil any local demand for such housing. 
Encouraging migration for purely housing purposes rather than for housing 
and employment purposes is counter productive. In the short term it may help 
Government meet housing targets in terms of pure numbers, but it would also 
create a whole raft of intransigent, socio-economic problems and not so far 
down the line that they can easily be ignored, from an economic, social or, 
indeed, political prospective. The issues around C1 conversion to, or usage 
as, HMOs are already problematic, particularly in the coastal resort towns.  
Removing one of the few effective tools that is used to manage a well known 
existing problem will have immediate negative impacts and, thus, prompt an 
almost immediate reaction from those coastal communities affected.  
 
 22. The evidence base. There is a large body of evidence showing that the 
conversion to, or unauthorised usage of class C1 properties for housing and, 
in particular, class C4 has significant social and economic impacts, 
particularly within established destination and university towns and, most 
notably, in many English (and Welsh) coastal resorts towns.  Most of the 
evidence is in the public domain, indeed, much of it has been presented to 
this and previous Governments. It should, therefore, already be in the hands 
of the relevant Departments.  If you are not aware of the detail of the CLG 
Select Committee Coastal Towns Inquiry, of the two Government replies to 
that Inquiry, the subsequent research carried out by Government (DCLG) or, 
indeed, of any of the other numerous consultations and responses specifically 
on HMO issues produced over the last 15 years, then we can provide copies 
and point you to the many specific references to the issues surrounding class 
C1 to, in particular, class C4 usage. 
 
 23. Conversely we are not aware of a body of evidence that shows that the 
existing need for planning permission has, or is now stopping developers from 



actively considering the merits of converting C1 properties, indeed, if anything 
there is evidence that applications are regularly being made. Nor are we 
aware of any compelling evidence that the requirement to seek permission is 
placing undue burden or cost on to those that do decide to proceed.  Yes 
there are bound to be examples of entirely appropriate schemes having to go 
through the planning process and incurring additional cost and delay as a 
consequence.  However, on balance, we believe that the delay and cost on 
what has, with hindsight, proved to be a good project is a reasonable, 
unavoidable bi-product of a system that is managing considerable risk and 
ensures that all the other inappropriate proposals are checked and balanced. 
 
24. We think it is bordering on naive to suggest that by simply lifting the 
existing requirement for planning permission you will encourage a new 
generation of developers to emerge who then consistently make, largely 
appropriate plans for the conversion of class C1 properties.  There is ample 
evidence that the existing planning requirements have been effective in 
stopping or amending large numbers of proposals over the years that are, 
among other things: poorly conceived, inappropriate, poor quality, too high 
density, dangerous, damaging to general amenity and/or damaging to 
individual business and/or the wider economy.  This suggests to us that far 
from being a barrier the current regulatory approach for class C1 is both 
necessary and entirely justified.  
 
25. The business reaction. In our experience it is those individuals who do 
invest in good quality development that, for good commercial reason, would 
be the first to object if Councils were then to “allow” poor or inappropriate 
development to go ahead in their locality.  The current system manages a 
considerable known risk and as risk is a key deterrent to investment, growth 
and employment potential, that certainty of process and right of redress to our 
mind actually encourages and gives confidence to, rather than deters 
appropriate development. In researching this response it is those local 
business interests that are aware, or becoming aware, of your current 
proposals that are “outraged” by them, as opposed to our public sector 
partners who are best described as “alarmed”. This tends to support our 
suspicion that you may be seriously misreading the true nature of business 
attitudes to the current planning approach on C1 development.  Most 
business owners in our experience, at the very least see it as a necessary 
burden, whilst the vast majority actively approve of it as a safeguard to both 
their existing investment and to any proposed future development they may 
wish to undertake.  Much the same will apply to residential property owners 
and those who you are hoping will invest in the new residential development 
you are hoping to encourage. 
 
26. You might also wish to note that we found that the vast majority of small 
business proprietors, amongst them the majority of those that are likely to be 
most directly affected by your proposals, are ignorant of them and/or of the 
consultation.  Ministers might, therefore, like to ponder our prediction that in 
trying to promote the interests of “private sector businesses” they may actually 
be promoting the interests of a few more vocal developers.  In doing so they 
are likely to seriously disadvantage the wider business community and, 



almost certainly, then have to face the wrath of the many existing business 
owners and their employees whose successful businesses and current 
livelihoods will be impacted as well as the wrath of local residents.  We are 
fairly certain that this was neither the intent of the proposals, nor a desirable 
outcome for Government. 
 
27. Presumption of a right’s of reversion.  We are somewhat bemused by the 
assertion that the C1 Class is likely to contain properties that had either once 
been family homes or were suitable for conversion to residential 
accommodation.  This suggests a presumption that this somehow makes it 
entirely right and proper to lift planning restrictions on conversions from hotels 
back to any other class C housing usage.  Whilst it is true that many “hotels, 
boarding and guesthouses” will have started life as “a house” it is, in our view, 
a plausible but on any serious level an all but irrelevant consideration. 
 
28. It is so along ago that the majority of class C1 properties were converted 
from private housing that it isn’t really a defining, or a sufficiently consistent 
factor to base a catch-all planning regulation upon. In the intervening quarter, 
half, three quarter, full or more century since conversion the nature of most 
properties and their surrounding area will have changed, often beyond all 
recognition and, thus, any former status as a house is all but meaningless. In 
addition many former homes converted to C1 usage have had such major 
structural works and additions made to them over time that they are no longer 
recognisable as a house, let alone the house they may once have been. In 
any case, the vast majority of applications we see for conversion envisage 
entirely different layouts and totally different, usually much higher, densities of 
occupation and usage from that of the original properties. 
 
29. If we followed the inference, then there would be an equally strong case 
for allowing unrestricted conversion of corner properties from B1 (shops) to 
class C3 or C4 and vice versa.  After all many corner homes were once 
corner shops and many corner shops were once homes, so why shouldn’t 
they be again? It is, of course, nonsense, given the passage of time and 
intervening change of physical and social circumstances but, then again, so 
too, in our view, is the apparent presumption regarding the unquestionable 
suitability of all class C1 properties for their conversion back to housing.  
 
30. A failed class of provision? You also argue in support of your proposals 
that there are premises in the C1 use class that no longer provide viable 
holiday accommodation, in effect, there is no demand for it.  It is unclear 
whether you are inferring that this applies, in large part, to entire types or 
classes of accommodation and/or destinations.  Or whether, more reasonably, 
you are suggesting that, like any business sector, there will be individual 
premises, business models or management methods that are no longer 
working and that some businesses will, therefore, be at the bottom or have 
even fallen out of the business life cycle entirely. The two differing viewpoints 
beg very different solutions and it is why we feel it necessary to challenge the 
potential assumptions. In our experience there is considerable development 
and redevelopment going on across all types and scale of accommodation 
provision.  This suggests to us that success is much more to do with the 



business approach, than it is to do with any perceived level of demand for any 
particular type, style or size of accommodation provision.  There are no 
particular classes of accommodation, entire destinations or destination types 
that have failed entirely or that are not largely redeemable. 
 
31. Whilst it is true, and always will be, that some accommodation business 
will not be trading well, or at all, it is another complete nonsense to suggest 
that the logical solution to this is just to remove any form of planning 
restriction applying to the entire use class that includes them. Some 
accommodation business will be at the bottom of their life cycle but there will 
always be others at the top and all points between. Among the smaller 
operators and, in particular, in popular destinations the physical nature of 
towns means that businesses, all at differing stages of the life cycle, are very 
likely to operate in close proximity and have direct or indirect influence on 
trading conditions for their neighbours.  In these circumstances taking a case 
by case view on what is redundant, what is not and what the positive or 
negative impact for other local businesses is entirely appropriate. The current 
planning process, whilst still allowing properties to be removed from class C1 
usage when they are truly redundant, allows this to be done with an eye to the 
nature of the proposed new usage and its impact on other local business and 
residents interests.  It’s a good proven system, it works, so why change it? 
 
32. Safeguards. If you must persist with the C1 proposal then we would wish it 
to be restricted to C1 properties that have not traded for a given period of, 
say, a minimum of 3 years now but a period of 5 or more years from the date 
that the changes were enacted.  Permitted rights should be confined to 
conversion to C3 dwelling homes only.  For all smaller properties of, say, 
below ten letting rooms (?) conversion should be limited to single household 
development and that once converted the permitted right to move to HMO 
usage for no more than 6 residents be suspended for a minimum of 5 but, 
preferably, 10 years. Conversion to other dwellinghouse usage, including 
flats, should remain the subject of planning applications for smaller properties.   
 
33. Combined, these measures would help ensure only genuine non-trading, 
redundant properties are developed, that the hoped for wave of development 
if it comes is genuinely focused on C3 dwellinghouses and that the option for 
backdoor C4 development are significantly reduced.  If developers wish to 
convert C1 properties of any size to HMO usage then they can, of course, still 
do so via due planning process.  We are minded to suggest a 10 year period 
for the suspension of C4 permitted rights for 6 residents or less because we 
also believe that your entire proposals should be framed with an explicit 
commitment to review the process again within a ten year window.  On 
balance we still feel that the existing system remains fit for purpose and that if 
kick-starting residential development is the aim then other incentives that 
don’t involve changing the planning regime may prove to be more effective in 
terms of both impact and costs. 
 
Peter Hampson 
Chief Executive Officer 
10 September 2012 


