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INTERIM POLICY STATEMENT ON EMPLOYMENT LAND

1. Introduction
1.1. Mole Valley District Council is in the process of producing a new Local Plan, ‘Future Mole
Valley’, which will guide development and land use in the District to 2033. Once adopted,
the Plan will form the basis on which planning applications will be decided in the District.
1.2. The current timeline for preparation envisages adoption of the new Local Plan in December
2019. To date decision making in the district has been informed by policies from the
Council’s Core Strategy (2009) and saved policies from the Local Plan (2000). Both
documents predate national policy guidance contained in the National Planning Policy
Framework (2012) and amendments to the Town and Country Planning (General Permitted
Development) Order 2015. This Interim Policy Statement (IPS) thus serves to help bring the
Council’s approach to employment land and floorspace up to date. It provides
stakeholders with clarity on the Council’s policy priorities on employment land in advance
of the Local Plan reaching a more advanced stage.
1.3. Evidence has been produced to inform the Issues and Options Consultation on ‘Future
Mole Valley’ undertaken in summer 2017. This recognises a strong demand for housing in
the District. Commercial (office, industrial and warehouses) and retail growth is expected
to be accommodated on existing employment land and, subject to a number of factors,
there may be a small surplus of commercial floorspace by the end of the plan period.
1.4. There is pressure from developers seeking to redevelop employment land in the District for
housing. Coupled with this, expanded permitted development rights enabling the
conversion of office floorspace to residential without the need for planning permission have
resulted in the loss of a significant level of office floorspace in the District.
1.5. The District Council is seeking to be proactive to the challenges it faces in what is a tightly
constrained District. The Future Mole Valley Issues and Options consultation recognised
that in maximising the best use of land there may be potential for the release of certain
employment land to alternative uses. This statement provides clarity on the principles that
will be used to identify which sites may be considered for alternative use, and which sites
will continue to be safeguarded to ensure a healthy local economy.
1.6. It is recognised that the adoption of this Interim Policy Statement, agreed by the Council
Executive on 28 November 2017 / agreed by Full Council on 5 December 2017, falls outside
of the statutory procedures for adoption as a development plan document. It is, however,
supported by consultation responses to the emerging local plan and based on the latest up
to date evidence and information and is a clear statement of the intended future direction
for employment land use by the Council. It thus represents a material planning
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consideration to which weight can be attached in the determination of applications
involving the loss of business floorspace.

2. The Development Plan
2.1.

The statutory development plan for Mole Valley comprises:
 The Core Strategy 2009
Adopted in 2009 the Core Strategy sets out a vision, objectives, spatial and
overarching planning policies that guide new development in the District up until
2026. Goal 3 ‘Local Economy’ is ‘To maintain a successful, sustainable and diverse
local economy’. Policy CS12 refers and seeks, inter alia, to safeguard and recycle
accessible and well located industrial and commercial sites. These were originally
defined in the Mole Valley Local Plan (2000) and are identified on the Mole Valley
Local Development Framework Proposals Map.
 Saved Policies within the Mole Valley Local Plan, adopted in 2000.
Saved Policy E2 refers and resists the loss of existing suitably located industrial and
commercial land in built up areas to other uses unless its retention for industrial
and /or commercial use has been fully explored without success. Larger sites to
which this policy applies are identified on the proposals map. Smaller sites may
also regarded as suitably located when assessed against criteria set out in the
policy.
 The Dorking Town Area Action Plan 2012
Adopted in December 2012 this plan indicates where new retail and residential
development will be directed within the central area of Dorking. It also establishes
a range of policies that deal with issues surrounding the safeguarding of industrial
and commercial land, change of use of retail premises, design and infrastructure
and environmental improvements.
Policy DT11 echoes local plan saved policy E2 in resisting the loss of existing
accessible and well located industrial and commercial land and premises to other
uses. It also however defines a 12 month period over which unsuccessful
marketing of such premises must be undertaken at a realistic level before
alternative uses can be considered.
 The adopted Neighbourhood Development Plans of Ashtead (May 2017) and
Bookham (May 2017). Both Neighbourhood Development Plans (NDPs) seek to
guide development over a plan period to 2026.
An economic aim of the Ashtead NDP is to ‘Encourage the retention of existing
business premises and the appropriate expansion of local firms’, this aim being
supported by existing policies of the Council’s development plan.
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Policy BKEC4 of the Bookham Neighbourhood Plan seeks to safeguard land in
industrial and commercial use with particular emphasis on the retention / provision
of accommodation for small to medium sized enterprises. Supporting text
recognises the conflict arising from the government’s desire to increase the supply
of homes with the reduction of local employment opportunities. Where marketing
of a site at a realistic level has occurred for a period of at least 12 months and
proved unsuccessful alternative proposals should include ‘a mix of uses and/or
provide facilities that deliver a benefit to the community and meet the wider
objectives’ of the plan. Supporting text indicates that mixed use development
should provide at least the same number of jobs which, by making more efficient
use of land, may release surplus land for housing.

3. National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) (March 2012)
3.1. One of the government’s core planning principles is that planning should be genuinely planled. Under the heading ‘Building a strong, competitive economy’ local planning authorities,
in drawing up local plans are advised to set out a strategy which positively and proactively
encourages sustainable economic growth whilst achieving flexibility to allow a rapid
response to changes in economic circumstances.
3.2. NPPF para 22 states ‘Planning policies should avoid the long term protection of sites
allocated for employment use where there is no reasonable prospect of a site being used for
that purpose. Land allocations should be regularly reviewed’. This has been the case in
Mole Valley through the production of regular Employment Land Reviews (2008, 2013) and
more latterly detailed employment land assessments included in the Council’s Economic
Development Needs Assessment (March 2017).
3.3. The NPPF encourages the effective re-use of previously developed land with another
principle being the need to take account of the different roles and character of different
areas.

4. Context - Evidence Base to the Emerging Local Plan
4.1. The Council published its Strategic Housing Market Assessment in June 2016 and its
Economic Development Needs Assessment (EDNA) in March 2017. The Objectively
Assessed Need for Housing stands at 5900 dwellings over the plan period to 2033. At the
present time the Council has identified a potential supply of some 2900 dwellings over the
same period and is considering options for meeting the residual unmet demand.
4.2. In line with National Planning Policy Guidance an analysis of existing allocated employment
sites in the Leatherhead and Dorking built up areas was undertaken as part of the Economic
Development Needs Assessment. This was to assess their suitability for continued
employment use, enabling the Council to identify any gaps in current land supply.
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4.3. Almost half of the commercial floorspace in the District is located in Leatherhead which
supports more than two-thirds of the office floorspace. It has recently been experiencing
high levels of office refurbishment, a demonstration of improving investor confidence, and
rental values have been rising.
4.4. Within the town centres and immediately surrounding business parks there is limited scope
for new development as both towns are constrained by the Green Belt and other nationally
significant designations. This is a factor to consider in retaining existing suitably located
employment land.
4.5. The business survey undertaken to inform the EDNA revealed that of those companies
potentially looking to relocate in the next 5 to 10 years the preferred locations were for
town centres (office occupiers) or industrial estates close to town centres (manufacturing
/warehousing occupiers).
4.6. In May 2013 amendments to the Town and Country Planning (General Permitted
Development) Order 2015 enabled the conversion of office floorspace to residential use
without requiring planning permission. Whilst initially introduced for a three year period
these rights have subsequently been rendered permanent. October 2017 saw further
amendments to the Order come into force. Permitted Development Rights have been
extended, again for an initial three year period, to include the conversion of light industrial
units (B1c) to residential use subject to a floorspace threshold of 500m2.
4.7. Potential floorspace losses in the Dorking office market as a result of changes to the
permitted development order are significant. Between May 2013 and March 2016 office
floorspace in Dorking decreased by some 10.3%. Leatherhead, which supports a
significantly larger stock of office floorspace, experienced a loss of 2.3% of office floorspace.
4.8. Key figures from the EDNA, which uses a base date of end March 2016 identify:
 A decrease in the stock of office floorspace by some 14,700m2 between 2012 and
2016 (5%) much of which lost as a result of prior approvals for conversion of office
to residential use.
 Office vacancy levels at 9.2% of stock
 Planning permission for 6,300m2 of office and business floorspace.
 A surplus of in the region of 19,600m2 office floorspace forecast by the end of the
plan period (averaging the results of three forecast methods).
 Industrial & storage vacancy levels at 2.9% of stock
 Planning permission for 4,315m2 of deliverable industrial and warehousing
floorspace
 A surplus of in the region of 13,100m2 industrial/warehousing floorspace forecast by
the end of the plan period (averaging the results of three forecast methods).
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 Leatherhead is the most dynamic sub-area for office floorspace with a 10-year
annual average floorspace take-up (new build plus vacant premises) of 6,840m2
compared to 1,050m2 in Dorking.
 Conversely Dorking is the more dynamic sub-area for industrial premises with a 10year annual average floorspace take-up of 2,540m2 compared to 1,540m2 in
Leatherhead.
 Occupier satisfaction levels with existing premises are high in both office and
industrial / warehouse sectors
 The majority of office based businesses considering relocation would look first for an
accessible location close to services whilst industrial floorspace occupiers would
look towards industrial estates close to town centres for their expansion needs.
4.9.

Given the above evidence of a small surplus of employment land at the end of the Plan
period, one of the options that the Council consulted upon in its Issues and Options paper
for the emerging Local Plan was whether or not respondents would support the reallocation
of a modest amount of safeguarded commercial and retail land for additional housing. This
option was supported by 70% of respondents. In putting forward that option the Council
recognised the continuing importance of safeguarding employment land whilst
demonstrating flexibility to meet changing commercial needs over that period. It remains
committed to resisting the loss of suitably located employment land and premises in order
to support local businesses by maintaining a successful, sustainable and diverse local
economy.

4.10.

The Council wishes to protect, to the extent that it can, existing employment land provision
in those areas which are suitably located, close to services and best meet the needs of future
businesses. ‘Suitably located’ is characterised by good accessibility by public transport as
well as proximity to local shops and services. It also wishes to retain groups of businesses,
such as those on business and research parks, where the proximity provides opportunities
for synergies between businesses in terms of shared support services, labour and
networking.

4.11.

Article four directions remove the right to carry out certain types of ‘permitted
development’. In October 2016 Mole Valley District Council resolved to commence the
making of directions restricting changes of use from offices / light industrial to residential.
This was to seek to safeguard the provision of office floorspace on some of the district’s key
employment sites. In total some 11 directions have been served which come into effect
between December 2017 and February 2018. These, together with maps identifying the
areas to which the directions apply can be viewed on the Council’s website at
www.molevalley.gov.uk/index.cfm?articleid=32247.

4.12.

The Directions apply in some cases to a single building or a small group of buildings in a
commercial area or within a designated strategic business park. Mole Valley, in accordance
with national planning guidance has not made blanket orders over whole areas. The prior
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approval process does not allow for the consideration of the local economy, which is a key
dimension to sustainable development reflected in the NPPF paragraph 7 and with Core
Strategy Policy CS12. This policy seeks the sustainable growth of the District’s economy,
through the provision of a flexible supply of land to meet the varying needs of the economic
sectors. All of the sites chosen are in good accessible locations and support the local
economy. The prior approval process would not allow this consideration.
4.15

MVDC’s Corporate Priorities include adopting a pro-business outlook and the emerging
Economic Prosperity Strategy will be one means to be proactive in supporting the District’s
economy.

4.16

Whilst on-going monitoring will be required, particularly with regard to prior approval
notifications, the Council is of the view that, in order to make best use of previously
developed land and in balancing the identified development needs of the District over the
next 15 years, there would appear to be scope for the limited and controlled release of
certain employment sites to housing or mixed use development over the plan period. It
further believes there to be a reasonable prospect of continued occupation or re-occupation
of suitably located employment sites throughout the Plan period.
Rural Areas

4.17

The Council’s Rural Community Strategy 2017 – 2027 recognises as a priority issue the
importance of rural based businesses. The Economic Development Needs Assessment
(EDNA) which forms part of the evidence base to Future Mole Valley estimates there to be
some 79,000m2 of commercial floorspace in the rural area representing some 16% of the
total stock.

4.18

Economic activity in rural Mole Valley is diverse and dynamic. As in other rural areas in the
UK, there is a growing level of homeworking and home based businesses. There is also
however a significant number of purpose built industrial estates either within or on the edge
of villages as well as a number of small business and industrial estates in converted rural /
agricultural buildings.

4.19

In general, these units are affordable, well-occupied and provide local employment
opportunities.

4.20

The protection of rural employment sites was supported by respondents to the Future Mole
Valley Issues and Options consultation (summer 2017) with 60% being against the release of
such sites to housing.
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Core Principles for Use of Employment Land

CORE PRINCIPLE 1:
The Council recognises the need to retain the majority of existing safeguarded employment land
to provide for a healthy and growing economy with flexibility to meet evolving commercial
floorspace needs over the Plan period. It will prioritise the retention of employment land
benefiting from good public transport accessibility as well as proximity to local shops and services,
particularly where land is located on a business park or research park and forms part of a cluster
of employment uses.
CORE PRINCIPLE 2:
The Council will consider applying greater flexibility for alternative land uses where existing
employment land is occupied by a single user and sited in an isolated or poorly accessible location
by public transport within the built up area. Mixed use redevelopment of such sites will be
considered more favourably than those schemes which result in the loss of all employment
floorspace.
In promoting any alternative land use the developer must first demonstrate that all avenues for
continued or alternative employment uses have been exhausted. Both marketing and viability
reports will be needed to justify this position. A position statement from the last known
occupier(s) stating reasons for vacation will be required.
CORE PRINCIPLE 3:
To maintain a successful, sustainable and diverse rural economy the Council will resist the loss of
employment land in the rural areas to other uses. Extensions to business floorspace in the rural
areas will be considered favourably subject to compliance with other policies of the Plan. Tourism
related development will be encouraged provided the scale and impact of the development is
appropriate for its rural setting and the development is consistent with other policies of the Plan.
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