
 
 i 

Supplementary Planning Guidance VI  
 
THE CONVERSION OF FARM 
BUILDINGS 
 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
1. Unemployment rates in the rural wards of the Borough are lower than in the town.  

Nevertheless, job opportunities in agriculture and the rural area have declined, whilst the 
economic viability of many farm businesses has been affected by policies introduced to restrain 
food production.  The European Union and Government have responded to these problems by 
introducing and encouraging various measures, including farm diversification.  One 
consequence is that alternative uses are increasingly being sought for farm buildings, the 
majority of which are located in open countryside where development will not normally be 
permitted.  It is desirable that farm buildings be retained in agriculture use and this option 
should be explored prior to consideration of alternatives.  To this end, grants aimed at 
maintaining the usefulness of buildings whilst conserving their landscape and historic value may 
be available through the Farm and Conservation Grant Scheme operated by the Ministry of 
Agriculture Fisheries and Food.  Under the Planning (Listed Buildings and Conservation Areas) 
Act 1990 the Borough Council and County Council can also make grants and loans for any 
building of architectural or historic interest. 

 
 
 
ALTERNATIVE USES 
 
2. The Borough Council, however, acknowledges that a measure of diversification will not only 

assist in sustaining the role of farmers as major custodians of the countryside but may also 
provide alternative employment opportunities.  In the open countryside, the Plan approach is to 
define those factors upon which an exception to policies of restraint must be based.  A building 
proposed for conversion should normally have been used for the purposes of agriculture for a 
period in excess of 10 years in order to demonstrate that it was originally erected to meet a 
genuine need.  A shorter time period may, however, be appropriate where, for example, the 
buildings are not capable of being adapted to meet the requirements of new technology or 
environmental, hygiene or welfare legislation enacted since the building was erected.  In 
addition, the proposed development must be of a type that will help sustain opportunities for 
employment over the long-term.  Not only in the open countryside, but also elsewhere within 
the Borough, the environmental impact of a change of use, including traffic and noise 
generation, together with the need to control the impact of new farm buildings and retain the 
character of the existing building and its setting, will be fundamental considerations. 

 
3. Residential uses have little impact on the rural economy and, in the open countryside, proposals 

will be treated on the same basis as new dwellings, normally being permitted only where there is 
a proven agricultural need or where related to the provision of tourist accommodation.  Whilst 
residential development in the Restraint Villages of Easton Maudit and Strixton is generally 
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inappropriate, exceptions may be made where this relates to the conversion of farm buildings 
which contribute to the high environmental quality of the settlement. 

 
 
 
THE CHARACTER OF FARM BUILDINGS 
 
4. Whilst listed buildings have accepted quality and character, which it is vital to conserve, there 

are also traditional stone or brick buildings which are not listed but which are structurally sound 
and of sufficient architectural or historic merit to make it desirable to allow alternative uses that 
retain their character.  Other farm buildings, particularly those of modern construction, are 
generally of insufficient architectural quality to warrant retention and often detract from the 
landscape.  Nevertheless, they can make a positive contribution to the rural economy and uses 
which retain the agricultural appearance of the building may be acceptable.  Appropriate 
improvements, including landscaping with indigenous species, will be required where this 
would help to mitigate the obtrusive appearance of the building.  To clearly indicate planned 
changes to a building, proposals for the conversion of all farm buildings should be accompanied 
by detailed plans and elevations, both as existing and proposed. 

 
5. Farm buildings often have extensive blank walls, roofs with unbroken lines, large door 

openings, an open setting and may form part of an integral group.  Proposals should retain these 
and other features, having regard to the following: 

 
a. The roofline should remain as existing whilst additional features, including dormer 

windows, are normally inappropriate.  Rooflights on non-prominent elevations may, 
however, be permitted where it is necessary to provide natural light above ground floor 
level. 

 
b. Existing openings should be retained and new ones normally avoided.  Replacement 

doors and windows should, as appropriate, reflect either the original design or 
complement the existing style of the building. 

 
c. Many farm buildings require structural repairs and applications must be accompanied by 

a survey detailing proposed works.  To minimise new development in the countryside, 
substantial reconstruction, which for guidance will normally be considered to be the 
replacement of more than 25% of the exterior walls and roof structure of any single 
building, will not be regarded as appropriate except where necessary to secure the future 
of a building listed as being of special architectural or historic interest. 

 
d. Additional buildings and other than minor extensions will normally be resisted and 

architectural and historic features of merit should be retained.  Where it is proposed to 
subdivide a barn or group of buildings, their external visual integrity should not be 
compromised.  Permitted development rights may be restricted in order to prevent future 

  inappropriate alterations and extensions which would detract from the existing building/s 
or setting.  Externally, an open-plan layout is preferred, although where a means of 
enclosure is deemed necessary and acceptable in principle it should be of a style and in 
materials of a sympathetic nature.  Car parking should be unobtrusive, open storage will 
normally be resisted, and where landscaping is necessary indigenous species should be 
planted. 

 
e. Where the building is listed as being of special architectural or historic interest the 

unpartitioned interior, with its structural elements exposed, may well be an important 



 
 iii 

feature to be retained in its own right. 
 

f. In addition, buildings may be occupied by species, such as bats and barn owls, which are 
protected under the Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981.  Proposals must make provision 
for their conservation to the satisfaction of English Nature. 

 
6. The character of a building is most likely to be retained by conversion to a workshop, storage, 

community or recreational use that retains the interior voids and thereby requires little, if any, 
external alteration.  In contrast, most residential and many office uses require the formation of 
small rooms and few farm buildings have sufficient external openings to cater for this type of 
layout.  Such conversions, therefore, often destroy the character of the building by requiring the 
insertion of window and door openings, chimneys and other features.  The agricultural setting of 
the building can also be affected by enclosed gardens, garages and other ancillary structures 
associated with dwellings.  Within the open countryside some relaxation of the criteria outlined 
in paragraph 5, above, may be appropriate where the proposal is for either an agricultural 
dwelling or tourist accommodation.  In villages and the town, relaxation may be necessary in 
order to ensure that traditional stone or brick built farm buildings which make a positive 
contribution to the built  environment are retained.  Nevertheless, applicants should attempt to 
ensure that the identified character is not unduly compromised.  In other instances, particularly 
in relation to modern farm buildings, relaxation may be appropriate where conversion would 
significantly improve the appearance of the building and its setting. 

 
 

 
 
REPLACEMENT FARM BUILDINGS 
 
7. Having regard to Plan aims, diversification must not be to the exclusion of agriculture as the 

predominant use within a group of farm buildings, although exceptions may be made where 
justified by reason of changes in legislation or technology or, in villages, where the buildings 
are of a traditional stone or brick exterior, make a positive contribution to the character of an 
area and the proposed use would be of overall benefit to the environment and local community. 

 
8. Policies are intended to severely restrain development in the open countryside and applicants 

should indicate whether or not their proposals will generate a demand for new farm buildings.  
Farmers are advised to ensure that planning permission or the prior approval of the Borough 
Council, as appropriate, has been obtained for new agricultural buildings or extensions prior to 
implementing a permission for the adaptation of an existing building.  Schemes likely to create a 
need for a new farm complex in open countryside will not be favourably considered, except 
where in accordance with criterion 5 of Policy G10.  Where appropriate, to control the impact 
on the landscape of replacement buildings not requiring planning permission, permitted 
development rights may be withdrawn. 
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