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RECOMMENDED that: 
 
A The Committee notes the contents of the report and the work due to be 

undertaken. 
 
 
BACKGROUND 
 
1. Changes to legislation in May 2013 allowed for the conversion of offices to 

residential accommodation through what is known as Permitted Development. 
These conversions do not require the permission of the local planning authority. 
The policy was introduced in an effort to stimulate new housing supply rapidly 
and without the need to apply for full planning permission. 
 

2. Over recent years there has been a significant increase in the number of office 
buildings being converted to residential dwellings under the Permitted 
Development. Harlow has a significantly higher number than many other areas 
in Essex. Such developments include Redstone House, Templefields House, 
Terminus House, Greenway House, Shield House, Gemini House and 
significantly the Pearson building close to Harlow Town Railway Station. 

 
3. These developments have been used primarily to house single people or 

families with children who have presented as homeless and where there has 
been a duty to rehouse them under homelessness legislation, homeless 
prevention duties or as a result of welfare reforms. The majority of these 
households have been placed in Harlow by other councils, neighbouring 
councils and London boroughs, due to the lack of available affordable housing in 
their own area. 

 
4. On 4 September 2018, the Committee agreed to conduct a review into the 

impact of Permitted Development. The scope of the review was agreed as set 
out in the scoping report (attached as Appendix A to this report), subject to the 
following additions: 

 
a) The Council exploring the possibility of using Article 4 Directions to limit 

permitted development; and 



b) A review of the protocols surrounding the transfer of people on the 
housing needs registers into other council areas, and whether these 
protocols need strengthening. 

 
 

ISSUES/PROPOSALS 
 
Evidence Gathered to Date 
 
5. Officers have been able to identify in excess of 1000 units of accommodation 

within the Council’s boundaries that have resulted from office to residential 
conversions under permitted development rights (as attached at Appendix B). 

 
6. It is evident that properties ripe for this type of development are cheaper to 

purchase in some parts of Essex than in London and it provides London 
boroughs and other councils with something of a solution to the ever increasing 
demand for temporary and other types of accommodation in their own areas. 

 
7. Councils on the receiving end of high numbers of out of area placements are 

faced with a number of challenges including unplanned for and increased 
pressure on local services such as General Practitioners, Health Visitors, 
Hospitals, Children and Family Hubs, Family Solutions, Police, Social Care, 
Education and the voluntary sector.    

 
8. Due to conversions being made under Permitted Development, receiving 

Councils have in the past had little or no warning of the arrival of numbers of 
families in to converted accommodation and have therefore not been able to 
prepare themselves and/or partner agencies for potential increase in demand for 
their services. 

 
9. The negative impact on families placed out-of-area can be huge. This is 

particularly true for children and young people because they are removed from 
familiar surroundings, extended family and friends, and their education is often 
interrupted which may go on to result in children not fulfilling their true academic 
potential. They may also be exposed to anti-social behaviour and criminal 
behaviour which has been reported to have taken place at some of the sites. 

 
10. Adults are also affected because they are removed from their usual support 

networks and places of employment; are unfamiliar with access pathways to 
local support services and as a result can feel isolated and unsupported in the 
new area. Even if families are not deemed vulnerable at the time of placement, 
there is a strong possibility that a significant number are likely to become so as a 
direct result of the placement, even if only temporarily. It is clear that there is a 
need for some ongoing support following placement if families are to thrive in the 
new area.     
 

11. The majority of conversion sites in Harlow are within industrial areas and whilst 
accommodation can be of acceptable quality, there are significant concerns 
about the appropriateness of placing families with children in such locations. For 
example, the lack of easy access to public transport, distance to schools and 



health services, access to shops and leisure facilities, and also road safety 
dangers and air quality issues in relation to the constant presence of large 
commercial vehicles in close proximity to the accommodation.    
 

12. Over recent months a number of agencies have raised concerns about the 
placement of families with children in to converted office accommodation in 
Harlow. Whilst not yet fully substantiated, these concerns include: 
 

a) High volume of calls to Essex Police; 
 

b) Unknown male brandishing a knife in full view of children; 
 

c) Suspected drug dealing and drug use;  
 

d) Misuse of alcohol by some residents resulting in Anti-Social Behaviour; 
 

e) Incidents of Domestic Abuse resulting in police involvement; 
 

f) Unsupervised children playing in corridors as there are no dedicated 

play areas available indoors or outdoors;  

 

g) School age children playing in corridors during school hours, possibly 
due to lack of school places available and/or parents unwilling to 
transfer school places to Harlow; 
 

h) Children being placed out-of-area while on a Child Protection Plan or 
Child in Need Plan. This is contrary specifically to London boroughs 
own protocol for out of area placements and should be challenged 
accordingly; 
 

i) Lone males hanging around the site leading to concerns about the 
potential for grooming of vulnerable adults and children. They are seen 
as a potential vulnerable location for CSE and the DSO has notified the 
West Essex Missing and Child Exploitation group accordingly); 
 

j) Adults with mental health issues occupying accommodation in close 
proximity to vulnerable adults and children; and 
 

k) Some resident children attending Harlow schools have apparently told 
school staff they are frightened to go home and are unable to sleep at 
night due to being petrified.    

 
13. We must ensure that residents of these sites are not stigmatised by their 

address. Not all of the dwellings are occupied by those in housing need as some 
are rented through the open market and, homelessness is caused by a variety of 
reasons and a large proportion of people finding themselves in housing need are 
in work. 

 
 
 



Work Undertaken so Far 
 
14. The following work has been undertaken by Officers: 

 
a) Identified the number and locations of known conversions to date and 

management arrangements where possible 
 

b) Site visits to ensure safeguarding policies and procedures are in place 
and that managing agents are aware of local reporting pathways; 
 

c) Liaison with site manager regarding identification of a communal area 
so that support agencies can hold regular surgeries i.e. Health Visitors, 
Family Mosaic, Safer Places, Virgin Care and Barnardo; 
 

d) Support and advice given regarding transforming a hard court area at 
the rear of the site in to an enclosed play area for the benefit of children 
and young people living there; 
 

e) Provision of key fobs for staff in partner agencies to enable easy 
access and engagement with vulnerable families in receipt of support 
services; 
 

f) Provision of a community noticeboard and partner agencies information 
leaflets etc.; 
 

g) A Council Task and Finish Group has been established to ensure a 
joined up approach across the district council; 
 

h) Secured an Article 4 Direction preventing any further permitted 
development conversions in the Templefields North East Enterprise 
Zone site; and 
 

i) Commenced the identification of further office locations which may be 
vulnerable to conversion. 

 
Potential Future Work Programme 
 
15. Officers will continue to work with partners to do all they can to alleviate the 

issues raised by permitted development which included the following actions: 
 

a) Continue to identify and develop knowledge of Permitted Development 
conversions, to include management, ownership, placing arrangements 
and knowledge of the residents; 
 

b) Engage with residents to assess their aspirations and how quality of life 
issues might be addressed; 
 

c) Develop plans for partnership approaches to enabling support for the 
residents and influencing service delivery; 
 



d) Open dialogue with referring/placing authorities regarding managing 
what is likely to be an ongoing situation regarding the movement of 
people from other less affordable locations; 
 

e) Review the protocols surrounding the placement pf people into other 
council areas and consider and make recommendation to 
strengthening these; 
 

f) Seek a moratorium on any further conversions through discussion with 
government; 
 

g) Assessment of future demand implications for social and affordable 
housing in Harlow; 
 

h) Assess of the impact upon Harlow’s economic development aspirations 
and business growth space and evidence employment floor space loss; 
 

i) Identify additional office sites vulnerable to conversion and assess the 
opportunity for further Article 4 Directions to prevent conversion through 
permitted development rights; 
 

j) Undertake a financial appraisal of the loss of business rates income 
against council tax revenues accruing from the new dwellings and 
assess its impact upon Council revenues; 
 

k) Undertake a wider social impacts assessment; and 
 

l) Consider how support for the development of residents associations 
might be achieved at converted sites.   

 
16. The final report is due to be considered at the Committee meeting on Tuesday, 5 

February 2019. 
 

 
IMPLICATIONS 
 
Place (Includes Sustainability) 
As contained within the report. 
Author: Jane Greer, Head of Community Wellbeing on behalf of Graeme 
Bloomer, Head of Place 
 
Finance (Includes ICT) 
As contained within the report. 
Author: Simon Freeman, Head of Finance 
 
Housing 
The Council needs to consider all available options in order to balance the need to 
address the acute housing shortage of all tenures at Harlow and the growing housing 
need for genuinely affordable housing against the priority to ensure appropriate 
support is signposted, additional resources made available locally, assessment of 



housing need is undertaken appropriately and the enforcement of suitable housing 
standards where required. 
Author: Andrew Murray, Head of Housing 
 
Community Wellbeing (Includes Equalities and Social Inclusion) 
As contained within the report. 
Author: Jane Greer, Head of Community Wellbeing 
 
Governance (Includes HR) 
None specific. 
Author: Colleen O’Boyle, Interim Head of Governance 
 
 
Appendices 
 
Appendix A – Scoping Report to the Committee meeting on 4 September 2018 
Appendix B – Quantum of Office to Residential Dwelling Conversions Under 
Permitted Development Rights 
 
Background Papers 
 
None. 
 
Glossary of terms/abbreviations used 
 
None. 
 

 


