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ATCM is a not-for-profit membership 
organisation that supports those who manage 
high streets, town centres and city centres 
across the UK and Ireland.



The Context



The pandemic has caused short-term disruption 
for all town and city centres. 





This has been met with significant change to 
the UCO system….. 

….the creation of a ‘super’ use class for 
commercial, and a proposal to permit 
development for conversions within this super 
use to residential.



However, planning reform must be about 
shaping long-term change, not short-term 
shifts. 

So, what is the legacy of COVID-19?









A possible outcome of the pandemic is the 
commercial shrinkage of city centres and the 
growth of commuter towns. 



The Mill, Drogheda





Or maybe the future is the 
shrinkage of main town centre 
uses located out of town.



Multiple efforts to understand what future 
workspace looks like and the implications for 
town centres.

Does the removal of planning permission for 
conversions to resi for Use Class E allow us to 
adapt to any of these scenarios?

No. Not in our opinion.



Structural 

Impediments



Fragmented property ownership compels 
individual landlords to prioritise their ROI.



Low yield non-domestic space is at risk under 
permitted development. 









This threatens the services needed to sustain a 
community.



The equation for understand where poor 
conversations are likely to take place….. 

….locations of fragmented property ownership, 
where resi offers a better ROI than non-
domestic.



Landlords of non-domestic property are 
absorbing the fallout from COVID restrictions.



Customers 
cannot use 
businesses

Businesses 
cannot pay 
rent and are 
given 
protection 
from 
eviction

Landlords 
receive no 
support from 
government 
but still have 
their own 
financial 
obligations



What does these financial obligations include?



S&P Global reports the UKs 
largest banks are owned 
billions by commercial 
landlords and might begin to 
chase debts this Summer.



This extends the number of non-domestic uses 
at risk.









Potential impacts of PDR proposal include:

• Inability of to plan for growth, retraction of something different

• Harder to meet climate change obligations

• Slower economic recovery

• Loss of the essential services (compounded by increased 

pressure on services with influx of new residents)

• Public health concerns

• Undermining delicate town centre eco-system

• New opportunities for conflict between surviving businesses 

and residents

• Potential fall in local government funding

This is not a comprehensive list.



Opposition to the proposal is wide, including from:

Association of Convenience Stores, Association of Cycle Traders, BID 

Foundation, Booksellers Association, British BIDs, British Independent Retailers 

Association, British Property Federation, The British Sandwich & Food to Go 

Association, Craft Bakers Association, Entertainment Retailers Association, Guild 

of Fine Food, Independent Retailers Confederation, Institute of Place 

Management, London Forum of Amenity and Civic Societies, National Association 

of British Markets, National Craft Butchers, National Association of Jewellers, 

National Federation of Independent Retailers, NMTF, Planning Officers Society, 

Royal Institute of British Architects, RICS, Town and Country Planning 

Association, UK Cinemas 

This is not a comprehensive list.



Alternatives?

1. What about establishing town centres as renewal zones where we 

proactively plan for post-pandemic evolution for town centres but 

protect active ground floor space against unplanned conversions

2. Exemptions for district/neighbourhood/rural locations where access to 

remaining community services are vital

3. Exemptions for strategic commercial destinations 

4. Short-term support for landlords of non-domestic property

5. Partnership mechanisms that reduce risk for landlords of low yield 

commercial property



This is not about resistance to change. ATCM 
recognises the need for greater flexibility in 
commercial space because of contemporary 
economic pressures and innovation.

That’s why we agree there is a clear rationale 
for the creation of Use Class E.
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Housing should always be a key part of the 
town centre mix. But only good planning can 
make it work, and permitted development rights 
do not enable good planning.



That’s it!


