
REPORT TO DEVELOPMENT MANAGEMENT COMMITTEE 
17 January 2018  

 
REFERENCE: 

 

HW/FUL/17/00310 OFFICER: John Harrison 

APPLICANT: 

 

Ms Lina Chirandura 

LOCATION: 

 

65 Fir Park 
Harlow 
Essex 
CM19 4JU 
 

PROPOSAL: 

 

Change of use to a mother and baby assessment unit offering 
parenting assessments by a registered social worker. 

 
LOCATION PLAN: 

 



REASON FOR REFERENCE TO COMMITTEE: More than two representations have 

been received which are contrary to officer recommendation.  

 
Application Site and Surroundings 
 
The application property is a linked detached house situated on the north-western side of a 
cul-de-sac arm of Fir Park. It is one of the arms orientated towards Kingsmoor Road and 65 is 
the third house from the end on this side of the road. The houses on both sides are of a similar 
style.  
 
No. 65 has a frontage of approximately 9 metres with what would originally have been the front 
garden now paved over to provide parking for three cars. There is a rear garden approximately 
14 metres deep. Its garage has been converted to living accommodation and a first floor side 
extension, set well back, has been added. Though currently vacant, the property was last used 
as a women’s shelter.  
 
Details of the Proposal 
 
The application is for a change of use to a mother and baby assessment unit. There are no 
proposals to alter the external appearance of the building. A planning consultant has provided 
a letter giving details of the proposed use and it is considered helpful to quote fairly extensively 
from it: 
 
“The purpose of the Centre would be to assess whether parents have the necessary skills and 
capabilities to look after their children; with a view to providing them with the necessary 
support and guidance moving forward. 
 
“The proposal would involve the use of up to four bedrooms in the property, each being used 
to house a parent with their child (one parent and child per bedroom). The remaining 
ground-floor bedroom would be used as an office. The parents would be accommodated at the 
property for between four to eight weeks (exceptionally a stay may be extended to a maximum 
of 16 weeks. The maximum number of parents residing at the site would therefore be four, with 
their four children. 
 
“In addition, trained social workers will be present at all times to assess the parents and the 
children. Two social workers would be present during the day, with a duty staff member 
present overnight. As such, the Parent and Child Assessment Centre will be permanently 
staffed. 
 
“Parents will be supported and assessed as to how satisfactorily they can complete certain 
tasks relating to bringing up their children, such as the ability to buy and prepare food for their 
family. Whilst at the property, parents and children will only leave the premises accompanied 
by trained social workers, until it has been determined their unaccompanied excursions are 
possible. Furthermore, whilst at the property, the use of alcohol or non-prescription drugs will 
be strictly prohibited and any misuse will result in immediate exclusion.  
 
“Families would be referred to the Parent and Child Assessment Centre either by a Local 
Authority or Court. Such families would fall into one of the following categories: 
 

 Parents with children on child protection plans: 

 Parents seeking reunification with their children; 

 Parents with children which a Local Authority might undertake care proceedings; 



 Parents with learning disabilities, mental illnesses, alcohol or substance abuse difficulties 
where the child’s care and needs require assessment; 

 Families where domestic violence has occurred; 

 Expectant mothers; and  

 Parents learning parenting skills. 
 

“Whilst at the property, assessments will be conducted by an experienced and qualified team 
of social workers, family assessment workers and managers. The assessments will focus on 
the parenting skills of those referred to the Centre, the emotional and physical development 
of the children referred to the centre, promotion of parents’ self-esteem and confidence, 
psychological assessments, and, child development and care needs. External professionals 
will also be brought in if required to assist in the assessment of families (such as mental 
health professionals). Transitory plans will also be developed whilst families are at the 
property, so that they have the skills to function long term within the community.” 
 
The applicants have been asked to submit floor plans in support of the application. They have 
just submitted existing plans, but they indicate there is no intention of changing the floor 
layout.  
 
The proposed use is not considered to fall within any use class and is therefore sui generis as 
categorised by the Schedule to the Town and Country Planning (Use Classes) Order 1987 
(as amended).  

 

RELEVANT PLANNING HISTORY:   
 
Application Reference Number: HW/ST/03/00355 
Proposal: Two-Storey Rear & Side Extension 
Application Status: Granted Planning Permission 
Date Application Received: 10 September 2003 
Date Application Decided: 10 November 2003 
 
At some time since this application was made, the use changed to a women’s shelter, 
presumably on the basis both uses were in the C3 use class, so planning permission would 
not have been required. The property is now vacant.  
 

CONSULTATIONS: 
 

Internal and external Consultees 
 
Essex County Council – Highways 
 
There are no highway issues associated with this application. 
 

Neighbours and Additional Publicity 
 
Number of Letters Sent: 6 
Total Number of Representations Received: 6 
Date Site Notice Expired: 25 August 2017 
Date Press Notice Expired: Not applicable 
 
 
 
 



Summary of Representations Received 
 
Petition signed by 26 residents of Fir Park from 14 different addresses - In summary, the 
petition states that the signatories do not have confidence in the safe and/or professional 
management of the property or any assurances that may be given; this part of Fir Park is a 
quiet cul-de-sac with young families; residents purchased their properties due to residential 
classification of the area and consequent quiet enjoyment and safety. 
 
In addition, individual objections were received from the following addresses, with multiple 
objections received from some addresses. 
 
38 Fir Park: Objection 
 
Will house numerous people who will have no thought or consideration to neighbours, visitors' 
traffic, houses were built for families.  
 
63 Fir Park: Objection 
 
Do not want problems as experienced with women's refuge. 
 
64 Fir Park: Objection 
 
Parking; increased noise; overlooking CCTV cameras; increased rubbish; devaluation of and 
difficulty in selling property. 
 
71 Fir Park: Objection 
 
Environmental impact of noise and safety. 
 
72 Fir Park: Objection 
 
Unsuitable usage for area due to those to be housed; parking; location not suitable due to 
young families and vulnerable elderly residents; not close to shops, public transport and other 
support services; privacy issues due to CCTV, noise, undesirable visitors. 
 
73 Fir Park: Objection 
 
There have been previous problems with people living here; noise and shouting till all hours in 
a quiet neighbourhood. 
 

PLANNING POLICY: 
 
H13: "Existing Housing Areas" permission will be granted for demolition of satisfactory 
residential accommodation, change of use of buildings or land in residential use, or allocated 
for residential development if: the proposal facilitates the development of additional housing or 
redevelopment at a higher density except where the development proposals facilitates 
regeneration; the change of use is necessary to secure the preservation of a listed building; 
the existing building is unfit or sub-standard and cannot be economically improved and 
brought into housing use; the proposal is for essential public open space; the development 
provides essential new public amenities. 
 
T9:"Vehicle Parking" parking shall be provided in accordance with the adopted vehicle parking 
standards.  Justification is required for the amount of car parking proposed on an operational 
need and, if applicable, a Green Commuter Plan. 



BE17:”Noise Pollution” permission will be granted if noise sensitive developments are located 
away from existing noise sources and potentially noisy development are located in areas 
where noise will not be such a consideration, or adequate provision has been made to mitigate 
the adverse effects of noise likely to be generated and experienced by others. 
 

PLANNING STANDARDS: 
 

National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) (2012) - sets out the Government’s key 
economic, social and environmental objectives and the planning policies to deliver them. 
These policies will provide local communities with the tools they need to energise their local 
economies, meet housing needs, plan for a low-carbon future and protect the environmental 
and cultural landscapes that they value. It seeks to free communities from unnecessarily 
prescriptive central government policies, empowering local councils to deliver innovative 
solutions that work for their local area. 
 

Supplementary Planning Documents/Current Planning Guidance 
 
The Essex Parking Standards: Design and Good Practice (2009)  
 

PLANNING ASSESSMENT: 
 
The key issues for consideration in the determination of this application are: the principle of 
development, loss of the dwelling, the impact on neighbours and parking. 
 

Summary of Main Issues 
 
The principle of the development  
 
This is an application where policies do not give a clear steer on the principle of the 
development. Policy H13 of the Adopted Replacement Harlow Local Plan (ARHLP) presumes 
against the change of use of dwellings to other uses except in five specified instances (as 
detailed in the policy section of this report), none of which are relevant to this application. 
However, the application proposes a quasi-residential use and the applicants are seeking a 
residential property in a residential area so that the residents experience a domestic-type 
environment during their assessments. Thus, the principle of the development is considered to 
be acceptable. 
 
The proposal does not change the appearance of the building so there are two remaining 
issues which need to be considered: impact upon neighbours and parking.  
 
Impact on neighbours  
 
This seems to be the main concern of neighbours in relation to this application. The previous 
use of the property as a womens’ shelter appears from neighbours’ comments to have been a 
bad neighbour, although appearing to have been a C3 use. To a degree the use of the 
property as a womens’ shelter is likely to be a reason for neighbour concerns in relation to this 
application.  
 
The proposed use will involve a use which is likely to be more intensive than ordinary 
residential occupation with up to nine overnight occupiers: four parents, four children and a 
support worker who would remain awake, and potentially more daytime visitors than a typical 
household would. Nevertheless, what is proposed is a primarily residential use and the level of 
noise and activity which may result is not considered likely to be such that the application 
should be refused.  



The other issue to be considered in this context is the possibility of antisocial behaviour from 
the residents, especially as this seems to have been an issue with the previous women’s 
shelter use. In this respect it should be noted that the occupants will be on assessment, so 
there will be a strong incentive for residents to behave appropriately. The applicants have 
indicated that alcohol or non-prescription drugs will not be allowed on the premises and 
anybody using them will immediately be excluded. Thus problems from the use of alcohol and 
drugs would seem highly unlikely to occur. 
 
It is not envisaged that rubbish generated would be significantly more than for an ordinary 
dwelling.  
 
There are two conditions which the applicants have indicated they would accept which are 
considered to make the use unlikely to cause a nuisance: a management plan and a 
temporary permission.  
 
The applicants have indicated they would be willing to accept a condition requiring agreement 
to a management plan and such a condition is recommended. It is envisaged this would cover 
issues such as times when residents can enter and leave the property, times when visitors can 
come, use of the garden area and video surveillance. Some neighbours have expressed 
concern about cameras being trained on their properties and whilst surveillance of the site 
would seem appropriate in case antisocial, etc behaviour occurs, it clearly would be 
inappropriate for cameras to have views of neighbouring properties. The condition would 
prevent the installation of CCTV in inappropriate locations. 
 
The applicants have also indicated they would accept a three-year temporary permission. 
They envisage it would take around a year to obtain OFSTED approval, so this would 
effectively give the use a two-year “trial run” period and, if problems were occurring there 
would be grounds for refusing an application for renewal.  
 
Whilst finely balanced, given these safeguards, particularly the acceptance of a temporary 
permission, it is considered the application should be approved. 
 
A condition restricting the use to that proposed is recommended. Although the use is sui 
generis, if such a condition were not imposed a slightly different use which was not materially 
different from that proposed could be instituted without needing permission, e.g. a use where 
the residents are not being assessed and there would be less of an incentive for them to 
behave appropriately.  
 
Parking  
 
The Highway Authority has raised no objections to this application.  
 
Though the Essex Parking Standards do not have a specific category to calculate the 
requirement for the proposed use, using the standards for hostels, which would seem to be the 
nearest equivalent use, would mean that one space per full-time staff equivalent, i.e. two 
parking spaces, are required. There are three parking spaces on the property frontage. This 
would provide for parking for the two social workers normally present during the day plus one 
for a visitor. It is envisaged that residents would be unlikely to bring cars and this issue could 
be addressed in the management plan by preventing residents bringing cars. Whilst it is 
possible “overspill” parking may occur occasionally, this is likely to be fairly rare. Refusal of the 
application as being contrary to ARHLP policy T9 is therefore not considered to be justified.  
 
 
 
 



Other matters 
 
A concern has been raised that the property is not conveniently located for shops and other 
facilities. The additional shopping and other trips that the proposed use would generate would 
not be very significantly more than a residential use would and refusal for this reason would 
not be justified. 
 
Devaluation of property and possible difficulty selling it are not issues which can be taken into 
account in dealing with a planning application.  
 

CONCLUSIONS: 
 
The main issue to be considered in relation to this application is the effect of this proposal on 
neighbours. Given that the residents are being assessed there will be a strong incentive to 
behave well. As the applicants are willing to accept a management plan and a temporary 
permission so the development can be trialled, it is considered that this use will be unlikely to 
affect neighbours sufficiently to justify refusing permission. Also, as explained above, parking 
is not considered to justify refusal. The application is therefore recommended for approval 
subject to conditions.  
 

RECOMMENDATION: 
 
That Committee resolve to: GRANT PERMISSION subject to the following conditions: 
 
 1 The use hereby permitted shall cease on or before 31 December 2020 unless planning 

permission is granted for the use to continue thereafter.  
 REASON: To enable the Local Planning Authority to assess the impact of the 

use on the amenity of nearby residential properties during this period. 
 
 2 Prior to the commencement of the proposed use, an operational management plan for 

the use shall be submitted to and approved by the Local Planning Authority and the 
use shall at all times be operated in accordance with the agreed plan. This shall include 
but not be limited to staffing levels, times when residents may be permitted to leave the 
premises, times when the garden may be used and CCTV supervision. 

 REASON: To control the nature of the use to prevent it unduly affecting the 
amenity of nearby residents. 

 
 3 The premises shall only be used for the assessment of parents and children and at no 

time should more than four parents and four children be residing at the property. Also, 
at all times there shall be a paid worker on the premises to supervise them when the 
use is in operation. 

 REASON: To control the nature of the use to prevent it unduly affecting the 
amenity of nearby residents. 

  
INFORMATIVE CLAUSES 
 
 1. The Local Planning Authority has acted positively and proactively in determining this 

application by assessing the proposal against all material considerations, including 
planning policies and any representations that may have been received, negotiating 
with the agent on issues arising during processing and subsequently determining to 
grant planning permission in accordance with the presumption in favour of sustainable 
development, as set out within the National Planning Policy Framework. 

  



Plans 
 
 
Location Plan 
 

 
 
Existing Floorplans 

 
 


