Retail to Residential
Planning Advice Note

Friends of Lewes
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Introduction

High Streets throughout the United Kingdom have evolved constantly over the centuries, in
response to meeting the needs of living, working and shopping.
Policy makers in the last decade have been particularly concerned with the pace of change
– the rise of online shopping, the popularity of out of town ‘sheds’ with good disabled
access and the resultant decreasing footfall in the traditional High Street shopping areas.
Covid 19 has accelerated this change with the challenges of lockdown having dramatically
increased online shopping and post lockdown retail activity having to adapt to the need for
social distancing for the foreseeable future. Lessons are being learnt from the Far East
where countries adapted their urban centres following the outbreak of SARS -CoV in 2003.
The Friends of Lewes Goals include:
•

To work with others to promote and protect the vitality of businesses in and
around our High St, preserve its range of buildings and businesses, and
safeguard its community value in the face of commercial change and
problematic traffic management.

•

To preserve the integrity of the Conservation Areas in Lewes through our
vigilance and close liaison with local planning authorities.

It is recognised that many retail premises, have converted, or are considering converting, to
residential usage (Use Classes C3 and C4) due to the lack of demand for retail space at
applicable market rents. In this context, the term retail (Use Classes A1 to A5) includes all
ground floor businesses involving the general public ie. shops, banks, estate agents,
betting shops, cafés and the service sector.
Friends of Lewes Planning Advice Notes set out key principles for maintaining the quality of
design within the urban environment and offers them for use by local planning authorities,
property owners, developers and architects.
The options for conversion where change of use has been agreed by the planning authority
are:
a.

Retention of the shop front features

b.

Return to the original pre-shop façade.

c.

Re-modelling of the front façade or part of façade in a contemporary form.

In the following pages each option will be considered in more detail.
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a. Retention of the shop front features:
•

This is particularly favoured where the historical shop front makes an important
contribution to the streetscape.

•

The elements of the shop front eg the cornice, fascia, stall risers, corbels,
pilasters and consoles should be retained.

•

Blinds, curtains, a partition or obscured glass at either the front or back of the
shop window can be used where privacy is an issue. It may be appropriate in
some cases to consider the sub-division of large areas of glazing to provide a
more domestic scale.

Two former shops in Priory Street, Lewes which have been converted for residential
use, whilst retaining their shop front features.
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b. Return to the original pre shop facade:
•

This may be considered where the existing window and/or doorway is thought
not to be suited to the proposed conversion to residential accommodation for
eg. security, visual or privacy reasons.

•

Wherever possible, the aim should be to return the building to its original preshop appearance. To retain the harmony of the building, any new ground floor
features should relate to those above. For example, new windows at ground
floor level should align with windows above.

•

The style and shape of the upper floor windows should be followed. Existing
window details on the upper floors eg. arched heads, keystones and quoins
should be retained and replicated in the new work. New window reveals at
ground floor level should generally reflect those at upper floors. Door reveals
should be at least as great as the window reveals.

•

The shop front cornice should be retained if visually beneficial.

•

Great care should be taken in matching new materials and form eg. bricks and
brickwork bond and pointing, to those on upper floors.

Drapery business at 93 High Street, Lewes, extreme left, in the late 19th and early
20th centuries.
Source: Postcard of Lewes High Street from the Lewes History Group Bulletin no 85.
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93 High Street, Lewes, returned to a residential façade in the latter half of the 20th
century, following earlier use of the ground floor as retail premises.

c. Re-modelling of the front façade, or part of façade, in a contemporary form:
•

This may be considered where the property owner is keen to create a new
home/homes with a strong domestic identity, provided the design is of a high
standard and is appropriate to its setting.

•

Creation of a frontage that could be used initially for residential use but
adapted later for a return to retail purposes may give the flexible approach
that modern High Street usage demands.

•

Retention of the shop front fascia and possibly other important features
should be considered when re-modelling the ground floor.
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A former grocery shop at Western Road, Lewes where the façade has been remodelled in a contemporary form for its change of use to residential.

Practicalities
Appropriate siting of refuse and
recycling bins must be included
within the design. Equally, siting
of meter boxes, gas pipes etc
must be carefully considered and
not allowed to detract from the
front façade and its position in the
streetscape or present a nuisance
or hazard to pedestrians.

A residential entrance, adjacent to a shop in
Market Street, Lewes where allowance has
been made for storage of refuse and recycling bins / utility meters etc.
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Planning process
The South Downs National Park Authority is the planning authority for Lewes. It makes
the Local Plan and provides Supplementary Planning Documents about various policy aspects. It delegates the consideration of the majority of planning applications on Lewes to
Lewes District Council who determine them in accordance with Government and National
Park Authority policies.
The Planning Authority’s wish to ensure that any alterations do not harm the character and
appearance of the Conservation Area will be paramount in their consideration of applications. The location of the Conservation Areas in Lewes is shown on - https://
www.southdowns.gov.uk/planning-news/latest/historic-environment/conservation-areas/
lewes-and-eastbourne-conservation-area-maps/
Alterations will be required to be to a high design standard, making a positive contribution
to the streetscape, whilst sympathetic to the original building.
In the case of a listed building, Listed Building Consent is required before carrying out any
works to alter, extend or demolish the building in any way that affects the character of the
building. Listing status covers the entire building, internal and external. Thus, there may
be more restrictions as to what are deemed acceptable changes to a building that is listed,
relative to one that is not. However, it is considered to be in the best interests of a listed
building for it to be kept in constant use, rather than neglected and empty. Works to a
listed building are unlawful without first obtaining Listed Building Consent. See:
https://www.lewes-eastbourne.gov.uk/planning-and-building-control/conservation/listedbuildings/
Related consents for change of use and building regulations have not been considered in
this document.
The South Downs National Park Authority (SDNPA) offers pre-application advice on planning matters across the whole of the National Park, provided through its partner authorities.
Pre application advice may be sought online from Lewes District Council, see:
https://www.lewes-eastbourne.gov.uk/planning-and-building-control/developmentmanagement/apply-for-pre-application-planning-advice/
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Planning Policy
This is a summary of the relevant planning legislation and guidance relating to conversion
of retail space to residential in Lewes.
Abbreviations:
LDC – Lewes District Council
SDNP – South Downs National Park
FoL – The Friends of Lewes Civic Society
Planning (Listed Buildings and Conservation Areas) Act 1990, https://
www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1990/9/section/72
Sect 72 General duty as respects conservation areas in exercise of planning functions.
‘special attention shall be paid to the desirability of preserving or enhancing the character or appearance of that area.’
National Planning Policy Framework, Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local
Government, 2019, https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/
uploads/attachment_data/file/810197/NPPF_Feb_2019_revised.pdf
National Design Guide, Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government,
2019, https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/
attachment_data/file/843468/National_Design_Guide.pdf
LDC - Lewes Conservation Area Character Appraisal 2007
https://www.lewes-eastbourne.gov.uk/planning-and-building-control/conservation/
conservation-area-appraisals/?p=2
SDNP – Lewes Conservation Area Management Plan 2012
Section 3. Principles
‘3.1 The following paragraphs set out fundamental principles which should be observed whenever works of repair, alteration or innovation, large or small, are considered within the conservation area.
3.2 The necessity to make changes should be considered carefully on a case-bycase basis, not automatically assumed. Change can be good where it clearly enhances character or amends past harm, but alterations undertaken simply for their
own sake or to fall in line to an arbitrary standard, such as a corporate identity, will
not always be appropriate.
3.3 All works should be conceived with specific regard to the character and appearance of the conservation area. Any intervention should echo and reinforce those
characteristics of the buildings, townscape and public realm of Lewes which make a
positive contribution to the town and its local distinctiveness.
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3.4 All works, whether of alteration, repair or maintenance, should be executed to a
high standard, with the aim of preserving or enhancing the special characteristics of
the town. If the immediate context displays no special characteristics, the works
should be devised to enhance the location or, at least, leave a neutral impact.
3.5 New works, repair and maintenance should utilize the traditional materials used
in the town. If they are now unavailable, they should use materials which match
them in character or appearance. Preference should be given to materials sourced
locally or regionally over alternatives transported great distances.
3.6 Where opportunities occur to achieve positive enhancements to a building or
townscape, they should be integrated into future development proposals.
3.7 Green spaces within the town should normally be retained and tree care and
vegetation management should respect local amenity and reflect ecological best
practice.
3.8 When planning the maintenance of buildings and places, opportunities should
be taken to remove redundant items of infrastructure. Whenever infrastructure is
due to be supplemented or replaced the continued need for existing items should be
questioned. Potential for the undergrounding of overhead lines should not be overlooked.
3.9 Maintenance and repair work must respect historic fabric, features and street
surfaces. The central aim should always be to maximise retention of historic fabric
and minimise necessary intervention.
3.10 Whenever new or altered maintenance regimes with the potential to affect the
character and appearance of public land are to be introduced by public authorities,
councils or agencies, an appropriate level of consultation should be undertaken with
other organisations, before decisions are made.
South Downs Local Plan 2014-2033, adopted 2019
https://www.southdowns.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/
SD_LocalPlan_2019_17Wb.pdf
Development Management Policy SD12: Historic Environment
Development Management Policy SD13: Listed Buildings
Development Management Policy SD15: Conservation Areas
Development Management Policy SD37: Development in Town and Village Centres,
including:
1. Within the town and larger village centres as shown on the Policies Map,
development proposals for main town centre uses, in particular those that
promote or protect local markets and retailers linked to supply chains across
the National Park will be permitted providing they do not harm the retail
function of the centre, and are compatible with its scale and historic nature.
2. Within the defined primary shopping frontages as shown on the Policies
Map,
the loss of units in Use Class A will not be permitted.
3. Planning permission will be granted for retail uses and for non-retail main
town centre uses within the secondary shopping frontage as shown on the
Policies Map.
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Lewes District Local Plan
https://www.lewes-eastbourne.gov.uk/_resources/assets/inline/full/0/276860.pdf
Development Management Policy DM33 - Heritage Assets (relating to buildings in
Conservation Areas)
Lewes Neighbourhood Plan 2015-2033, made by the SDNP 2019
https://www.southdowns.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/Lewes-Neighbourhood-PlanMade-Plan.pdf
‘maintaining a thriving town where business and arts flourish.’
Cl 7.7 ‘ shops in the flood plain cannot have residential use at ground floor level and
are thus protected from a change of use to residential.’
Policy HC1: Protection of Existing & New Community Infrastructure
‘When seeking a change of use from retail to other uses, applicants will have to
submit a rigorous and independent evaluation of why the premises is not viable or
suitable for retail use’
Advisory
LDC Planning Advisory Note – Shopfronts and Advertisements in Lewes, 1992
https://www.lewes-eastbourne.gov.uk/planning-and-building-control/conservation/designand-heritage-guidance/
FoL Planning Advice Note - ‘Shopfronts in Lewes’, 2016
https://friends-of-lewes.org.uk/resources/publications/
Page 12 - Conversion of shops to other uses.
‘The South Downs Local Plan states that it will incorporate, as far as possible, the policies
within the adopted Lewes District Local Plan Joint Core Strategy. The policy for Main Town
Centres (including Lewes) in the Joint Core Strategy is that retail units should be retained,
particularly within the defined Primary Shopping Areas and Primary Shopping Frontages.
The loss of retail units that are within these defined areas and frontages will be resisted.
Many of the shops in Lewes are in buildings that were originally houses and later had shopfront inserted. Others were probably constructed from the outset for business on the ground
floor with living accommodation for the owner and family above. Many of these buildings
are still in use as shops whilst others are in use by estate agents, cafés, betting shops and
for other similar uses. Some are not being used for business and a small number have
been granted planning permission to convert to, or revert to, purely residential buildings.
Whilst the overall objective is to retain existing retail business, some building owners will
nevertheless seek planning permission for changes of use. In the case of buildings with significant shopfronts, any permission that may be granted is very likely to include conditions
requiring the retention (and, if required, the restoration) of the historic shopfront.’
Historic England Advice Note 1 (Second Edition) - Conservation Area Appraisal, Designation and Management, February 2019,
https://historicengland.org.uk/images-books/publications/conservation-area-appraisaldesignation-management-advice-note-1/heag-268-conservation-area-appraisal-designation
-management/
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About the Friends of Lewes
The Friends of Lewes Society (The Lewes Civic Society) aims to stimulate public
interest in the beauty, history and character of the town of Lewes and its surrounding
area; in order to promote better design in development proposals. It believes the
design of shop to residential conversions should not have an adverse visual impact on
the existing property or the street scene.
The Friends of Lewes Planning Committee reviews all planning applications submitted
to the South Downs National Park Planning Authority (SDNPA) for development
proposed in Lewes. Every planning application is considered on its merits and the
Planning Guidance Notes are used as the yardstick against which each application is
assessed. Friends of Lewes forwards its comments to Lewes District Council’s
Planning Department to whom the decision responsibility is usually delegated (more
significant applications are determined by the SDNPA). If comments are submitted to
the local planning authority they are made either in support of or objecting to aspects of
the planning application.
The Society would be pleased to discuss any proposals for shop to residential
conversions in advance of planning applications being submitted and to offer advice on
the plans.

Publication: April 2021
The latest version can be downloaded at http://www.friends-oflewes.org.uk
This Society has also published planning advice notes on Dormer
Windows, Shopfronts and The Design of Garden Rooms
Friends of Lewes, c/o Town Hall, High Street, Lewes, East Sussex,
BN7 2QS
E-mail: enquiries@friends-of-lewes.org.uk
Web: http://www.friends-of-lewes.org.uk
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