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Relaxation of planning rules 

Introduction 

The Secretary of State, Eric Pickles MP has (24th January 2013) formally 
announced a new policy which the Government believes will help create a more swift 
and responsive planning system.  

Background to this change 

In April 2011, the Government ran a consultation ‘Relaxation of planning rules for 
change of use from commercial to residential’ 
(https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/8492/
2172423.pdf)   which sought views on introducing permitted development rights for 
change of use from commercial to residential uses.  

Conversions from Office to Residential 

Lasting for three years, the fresh permitted development right will allow conversions 
from class B1 (a) (Offices) to C3 (Residential) to proceed without ‘the cost and delay 
of a planning application’. It does not extend to other forms of B1 (b and c) such as 
research, laboratories and high technology facilities; or B2 (general industry), and B8 
(storage and distribution).  

The formal change of Permitted Development (PD) rights has yet to be formalised 
while discussions take place between Government and Local Planning Authorities. A 
letter was sent to all Local Planning Authorities on Friday 25th January from the 
Government’s Chief Planner to give them the opportunity to seek a local exemption 
where the authority can justify it on economic grounds. Local authorities will need to 
demonstrate that the relaxation of permitted development rights in their area would 
lead to either: 

1. The loss of a nationally significant areas of economic activity, or 
2. Substantial adverse economic consequences at the local authority level which 
are not offset by the positive benefits the new rights would bring. 

 
The Government has emphasised that they will only grant an exemption in 
exceptional circumstances. Local Authorities can seek exemption until 5pm on 
Friday 22 February 2013 

Only when exemptions have been considered will the new regulations be brought 
forward. Once in place, the new rights will last for three years before being reviewed. 
This will allow the Government to extend the policy indefinitely should it wish. Civic 
Voice will want to work with groups to monitor the impact of the policy over this 
period. 
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Getting redundant agricultural buildings back into use 
 
Agricultural buildings will be able to convert to a range of other uses, but excluding 
residential dwellings. There will be a size restriction and for conversions above a set 
size, a prior approval process will be put in place to guard against unacceptable 
impacts, such as transport and noise. 

Flexibility for business uses 

The Government will increase the thresholds for permitted development rights for 
change of use between business/office (B1) and warehouse (B8) classes and from 
general industry (B2) to B1 and B8 from 235m2 to 500m2. 

Empty town centre buildings back into use 

With town centres, the Government will allow a range of buildings to convert 
temporarily to a set of alternative uses including shops (A1), financial and 
professional services (A2), restaurants and cafes (A3) and offices (B1) for up to two 
years. 

Prior approval 

The changes will be subject to a prior approval process covering:  
 

 significant transport and highway impacts   
 development in safety hazard zones, areas of high flood risk and land 
contamination  

 
The permitted development rights will only cover change of use: any associated 
physical development which currently requires a planning application will continue to 
need one.   A proposed change from commercial to residential use that does not 
benefit from the new permitted development rights (e.g. where it cannot satisfy the 
prior approval requirements) will continue to require a planning application, which 
should be determined in the light of paragraph 51 of the National Planning Policy 
Framework.   
 
Are there other ways to remove these permitted development rights locally?  
 
This exemption scheme does not alter the powers which local planning authorities 
have to tailor permitted development locally by means of an article 4 direction or a 
condition in a planning permission.   
 
Civic Voice thoughts 

Read the civic Voice press release on this issue at 
http://www.civicvoice.org.uk/news/press-relase-civic-voice-responds-to-policy-
announcement-by-eric-pickles-mp/  
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