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The age of the ‘housing crisis’

• England commonly perceived to be in the grips of a 

‘housing crisis’

• As T’Hart and Boin (2001) note, the very naming of certain 

social conditions or clusters of events as a ‘crisis’ is a 

political feat. Once a crisis is constituted, it then provides 

political actors with a reform opportunity

• Whilst there certainly are issues of declining affordability, 

homelessness and general housing inequality, the causes 

are complex and long-standing but there is a now well-

established construction of the housing crisis as all about 

supply problems which then legitimates a view of ‘a market 

held back by over-zealous bureaucracy’, in turn supporting 

calls to reduce planning control (Gallent et al, 2018)



• Influential body of theory: markets, unhindered, will 

allocate resources (housing) most efficiently; planning 

distorts markets and stops them working efficiently

• If only we could get rid of planning, build on the Green Belt 

(Cheshire, 2014), limit protection of historic buildings 

(Glaeser, 2012), more housing would be built and become 

more affordable, helping the most successful urban 

regions thrive

• Planning in the UK perversely results in various ‘costs’ to 

society: increased house prices, office rents and market 

volatility, reduced housing quality, lower retail productivity 

(Cheshire, Leunig, Nathan and Overman, 2012)

Planning as the problem



“Prices reflect the interaction of 

demand and supply.  High prices, 

for housing or anything else, can 

only persist when demand is high 

and supply is limited… A lot of 

people want to live in Houston, but 

prices stay low because building is 

so easy…Between May 2002 and 

May 2006, American house prices 

rose by 64 percent, [yet] prices in 

Houston remained flat, despite the 

extreme volatility of housing 

markets worldwide, because 

construction responded to 

changing demand” 

(Glaeser, 2012, p.188-190)  



An age of deregulatory impulse?



Permitted development

• Changing the secondary legislation which governs 

planning procedures a key ways central government can 

influence system without a new Act of parliament

• Changes to extent of permitted development over post-war 

history of statutory UK planning (Prior and Raemeakers,

2006)

• In 1985, the Conservative government’s Lifting the Burden 

white paper included recommendations to increase PD as 

part of a central government led drive to deregulate 

planning (Boyle, 1988) and this trend has continued under 

governments of all political persuasions. Recently, there 

were changes in 2005, 2008 and 2010 (Bibby et al, 2018) 



Change of use

• Given the wide ranging definition of development in the 

Town and Country Planning Act 1947 in order to aid 

decision making about what constituted a ‘material’ change 

of use of a building, secondary legislation called the ‘Use 

Class Order’ introduced in 1948. Wholly replaced in 1972.

• The 1985 Planning Advisory Group specifically looked at 

the Use Class Order, concluding that there was need to 

reduce the number of use. Result is The Town and Country 

Planning (Use Classes) Order 1987

• As Home reflects: ‘The activities that a society chooses to 

regulate offer an insight into its values and preoccupations, 

and the changing UCO reflects changes in societal values’ 

(1992: 199)



Office-to-residential PD

• Recent deregulations have extended PD from minor 

extensions to houses and changes of use to allow change 

of use creating new dwellings, e.g. from light industrial and 

agricultural buildings

• In England it’s been possible since May 2013 to convert a 

building from office to residential use without needing 

planning permission – previously required (since 1948)

• Announcing this change, Eric Pickles said it would: 

“encourage developers to bring underused offices back 

into effective use as houses for local residents … They will 

provide badly needed homes … they will also help create 

jobs in the construction and service industries, and help 

regenerate our town centres” (UK Parliament, 2013).



Office-to-residential PD

• A three tier system now operates: developments needing 

full planning permission, those which are permitted 

development (PD) needing prior approval, and those which 

are PD and do not need approval

• This deregulation is a policy decision taken by central 

government, imposed on local government across 

England. Policy reviewed by Ministers in autumn 2015, 

heralded as successfully delivering thousands more 

homes, and made permanent



Widespread concerns

• A number of professional reports and professional and 

general media articles about office-to-residential PD

• Many desk based studies, utilising DCLG figures on rates 

of use of the power to predict impacts

• Concern about loss of affordable housing (EGi, 2015;

London Councils, 2015)

• Concern about loss of office space, particularly smaller

and cheaper stock (BCO 2015; BCO, 2017)

• TBR (2014) reports that  2004 to 2013, Camden lost about 

60,000m2 of office space contrasting with 23,000m2 in less 

than 12 months since the introduction of office-to-

residential PDR alone



Assessing impacts

• Impact assessment for the policy change predicted that:

• ‘No monetised costs’ from the policy change which would 

be ‘beneficial for business’

• ‘Unlikely’ to lead to additional infrastructure requirements

• There would be benefits to LPAs from reduced planning 

processes required and so administrative cost savings

• The planning system was a key reason vacant office 

buildings existed in areas with high demand for housing

• Expected to be 140 applications per year across England

• Unlikely the PD would result in housing built in 

unsustainable locations, such as industrial sites, as these 

would not prove attractive to housing developers (DCLG, 2013)



Assessing impacts

• Our project sought to test these assumptions

• Two stages of case study: selected five quite different 

LPAs with high rates of office-to-residential in England  

(Camden, Croydon, Leeds, Leicester & Reading) and for 

each conducted a data analysis of all proposed 

conversions 2013-17 through PD and comparator planning 

application schemes, conducted site visits to 568 buildings 

and stakeholder interviews (30) then looked in greater 

detail at the individual scheme level (desk based analysis 

of plans / proposals) for 45 buildings

• Conducted international comparisons with Glasgow and 

Rotterdam too, including site visits and interviews



Overall rates of conversion

• High: 10,100 prior notifications in first 3 years (DCLG, 

2017)

• Caution: DCLG data does not equate to number of 

schemes/buildings due to duplication (more than one prior 

approval for the same building)

• Despite speculation of an ‘implementation gap’ (suggesting 

developers using prior approval to negotiate/manipulate 

land values), in fact implementation rates (68-75%) are 

slightly higher under PD than through full planning 

permission (e.g. 65% in Glasgow). One agent said: “they 

haven’t put on any onerous, pre-commencement 

conditions …. You can crack on pretty quickly’”



Overall rates of conversion

Prior approvals 

(English cases) and 

full planning 

applications 

(Glasgow)

Camden Croydon Leeds Leicester Reading Glasgow

Notifications 2013-17 

(schemes and units)a

249 263  139 100  153 77

2354 5359 2170 1493 1949 564

Granted 155 176 119 77 108 63

Duplicates (from 

granted)
42 57 17 15 24 0

Net approvals

(schemes and units)

110 119 112 62 84 63

832 3330 1565 1035 1295 282

Mean average size of 

approved schemes 

(units)

9 30 18 20 15 7

Implemented

(Schemes and units)

76 89 22/39 42 58 32/50

605 2708 715/1198 637 879 133/360



Additional housing?

• Policy change has led to an increase in housing delivered 

through change of use, but not by as much as is claimed

• Net additional dwellings from office-to-residential use 

specifically only monitored since 2015-16, however if we 

look at all additions from change of use, this was 20,150

units in 2006-7, declining to 11,540 units in 2010-11 and 

then increasing to 37,190 units across England in 2016-17

• Some developers reported to us a diversion of investment

income and attention from new build apartments to

conversions. Evidence for this in Leeds and Leicester, e.g. 

new flats created through planning permission actually 

declined from 2,482 in 2009-13 to 2,199 in 2013-17 in 

Leeds



Stakeholder views

• Divergent views from stakeholders. Developers and agents 

thought it had delivered more housing, aided regeneration, 

led to quicker implementation

• Planners, local politicians, civic societies, business 

interests generally concerned about quality of housing 

being achieved and its impacts and loss of office space. 

Agents admitted to variability between developers

• Some issues general across England, but others 

differentiated according to local socio-economic and built 

environment context and nature of top concern to 

stakeholders varied amongst five case studies



Stakeholder views: Camden

• Overring concern about loss of occupied employment 

space in Camden

• “What’s happening isn’t dealing with vacant floor space, it’s 

dealing with occupied floorspace because of the values, 

the differentials between office and residential.  So the 

problem with PD rights is that they’re national and they’re 

one size fits all and one size doesn’t fit all, it doesn’t fit us 

anyway … Our major worry was about the multi-tenanted, 

creative industry type buildings that are often in older 

warehouse style buildings which are very attractive to 

residential developers” (Interview 1)



Stakeholder views: Croydon

• Concern about residential quality and impacts in Croydon

• “Buildings which are pretty crappy and a low grade office 

…No-one wants it as an office anymore .. been derelict for 

many, many years… and some of them are looking really 

good now.” (Interview 12)

• “I think it's important to have decent standard 

accommodation for everybody, I don't think it's fair that 

people who are so desperate end up with such a sub-

standard unit … they are units, not homes” (Interview 2)

• “When people are desperate for accommodation, they will 

be crammed into very small spaces  … it could be a recipe 

for disaster … these are the slums of the future” (Interview 8)



Stakeholder views: Leeds

• General support for city centre conversion in Leeds but

concern about suitability of locations outside centre

• “We’ve always welcomed residential in the city centres as 

part of the mix … There’s so much office space in Leeds” 

(Interview 3)

• “we have no way of controlling that and yet, late at night, 

you wouldn’t want to walk down there, the pavements 

aren’t very good – many of them aren’t adopted – you’re 

cheek by jowl with car repairs, scrap yards … “whoever 

owns that building clearly has a plan for making money out 

of that conversion, but it’s not the best thing for a 

community….you’re not going to build a sustainable 

community” (Interview 3)



Stakeholder views: Leicester

• Concern about residential quality threatening emergence 

of PRS in Leicester and reducing the quality of 

development

• “What we want to do is try and improve the quality of 

residential accommodation in the city centre.  The danger 

is … it's going to be quite poor quality, it's not just the 

space standards, it's the nature of the accommodation - so 

we're very keen to encourage decent quality PRS in the 

city, we're an hour away from London on the train… but the 

PRS needs to be well managed in order to be able to 

sustain the values and this has got the potential to slightly 

undercut that in a way that could be quite damaging to the 

ambitions we've got for the city centre.” (Interview 6)



Stakeholder views: Reading

• Concern about loss of affordable housing contributions in 

Reading

• “‘the bloody government…they’ve just gone too far, they 

need to impose some standards for the benefit of 

everyone”

• Concern also about loss of employment space

• Space has been “lost in spades since permitted 

development came through because all of our grade B 

office stock has basically fallen like a house of cards to 

residential… this is going to cause real problems for us in 

terms of losing grade B offices…I’d say its [PDR] almost 

one too far in some areas” 



Residential quality

• Quality varied enormously. Some high quality 

developments but examples of ‘studio’ flats just 15m2

• Just 30% of PD units meet national space standards 

compared to 94% with planning permission

• Less likely to have access to private or communal amenity 

space (balconies, roof terraces) – just 6% of the PD units 

• 77% PD units are studios or one beds (compared to 37% 

with planning permission). Cater to a very narrow segment 

of the residential market / can lead to overcrowding

• One resident we interviewed gave evidence of families 

with children in one bedroom units, and no open or play 

space in the development or nearby for the children



Residential quality

• Many outside London were student units and short-

term lets. Delivers few genuine ‘homes’

• ‘It’s not named student provision, but it is aimed at 

students; the units are very small, the units are not 

well designed, so actually we’ve got an emerging part 

of the stock that is worrying in terms of the nature of 

provision’



Residential quality

• Noise not originally a relevant issue for prior approval, and 

one resident commented on the lack of noise insulation 

from the pub below leading to a very poor quality of life 

and attracting unwanted neighbours including, apparently, 

a brothel. The conclusion of this resident was pretty 

damning: ‘I’m speechless. How can this be allowed in a 

civilized country? It’s so wrong. The politicians who 

allowed this [PD] need to come and live here. It’s a total 

nightmare’ 

• Building regulations compliance / culture of deregulation





• Concerns with exterior design, 

and small as well as large 

schemes…



• Concerns with residential 

amenity…



• Concerns with suitability 

of location for housing …



• Concerns with quality of 

conversion and monitoring …



Financial impacts

• Direct evidence of profitability of conversions for 

developers e.g. Emerald House in Croydon: Land Registry 

shows the building sold in February 2014 for £10,000,000 

(before prior approval) and then again in December 2015 

(after prior approval was received but before conversion to 

flats) for £19,000,000. Other similar examples found

• One agent told us that the developer he was working for 

could have afforded 90% of the units in one conversion to 

have been affordable housing and still make a profit but as 

they do not need planning permission, these conversions 

do not have to make any affordable housing contribution at 

all



Financial impacts

• Little contribution to the additional public infrastructure 

required to support the housing - the burden on these five 

LPAs alone could easily be £27.5m

• Theoretically CIL liable but most schemes had been able 

to avoid this through claiming partial or full occupancy in 

lawful use for at least 6 months prior to conversion

• Schemes not making Section 106 contributions, leading to 

a potential loss of income of £10.8million and 1,667 

affordable housing units across our five study authorities 

over the first four years of this permitted development

• £4.1million less income to our five councils due to lower 

planning fees over the same period despite pressing 

workload associated with prior approval process



Comparison: Scotland

• Planning is devolved. Office-to-residential change of use 

still always requires full planning permission in Scotland

• Evidence from Glasgow showed fewer large schemes for 

change of use over the four year period of the study, but 

proposals for office-to-residential conversion still coming 

through: 77 planning applications – totalling 564 units

• These were of much 

higher quality (unit size, 

amenity space, location, 

exterior. 96% of our 

sample met national 

space standards)



Comparison: The Netherlands

• In the Netherlands, although there has been some 

deregulation of planning control (see Remøy and Street, 

2017), this has not gone as far as England. Some 

standards falling under planning in England are enforced 

through building control and environmental permit instead

• Concerted government attention due to concerns over high 

office vacancy rates has instead focused on the use of 

‘soft governance’ techniques such as best practice 

seminars, toolkits, local spatial visions, 11 cities                             

like Rotterdam have employed an official to work 

proactively with developers 

• Adjusting for population, have delivered                             

similar rates of conversion to England



Conclusions

• Not all schemes delivered through PD are bad quality, but 

significantly more are than through planning permission 

and in some places are creating ‘slums of the future’

• Whatever the quality, none of the PD schemes are 

‘washing their face’ in terms of contributing to the 

additional public infrastructure needed to support the 

additional housing or providing affordable housing

• Some local authorities are ‘taking back control’ with ‘Article 

4 Directions’ – over 60 now in force – but often these only 

cover a part of their area, and have been concerns about 

costs of preparing and one year delay to implementing. 

Lack of guidance from central government on this and 

prior approval process more generally (e.g. conditions)



Conclusions

• The government seemed to go very quickly for a 

deregulatory approach rather than anything more 

proactively. Worrying trend in the built environment. 

Although sometimes challenged, ideological fantasy of 

planning as ‘the problem’ still persists

• Ministers see PD as a success and want to extend further

• ‘Regulation enables us to enjoy the everyday freedoms 

that we often take for granted … it also provides a safety 

net to protect our planet and the people inhabiting it 

(especially the most vulnerable) from exploitation’… there 

is a concerning trend to put ‘the interests of the free market 

above the needs of society and the environment’ (van 

Lerven and Welsh, 2018



Three publications funded by the 

RICS Research Trust

• We draw today primarily on the report on office-to-

residential permitted development by UCL academics 

published by the RICS Research Trust. The report is here: 

https://tinyurl.com/officetoresi

• In parallel, a separate study by University of Sheffield 

academics on extending permitted development more 

generally has also been published: 

https://tinyurl.com/ExercisingPD

• A joint summary of key findings from both reports                       

is also available:                           

https://tinyurl.com/ExtendingPD



Comments or questions?


