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RURAL HOLIDAY LETS:  HAVE OCCUPANCY CONDITIONS OUTLIVED THEIR USEFULNESS?  

By David Long, BA (Hons) P&D MA RTPI 

Partner, Design & Planning 

 

There are many holiday lets situated within the ‘Rural Wight’ and within 

barn conversions that have been restricted by occupancy condition 

meaning that they cannot be used as a main or permanent residence (i.e. 

holiday use only).  BCM, specialists in rural property operating throughout 

southern England, are continually questioned on how to remove the 

condition, based on legitimate reasons, so the building(s) can be used for 

residential accommodation.  Evolving this market response, I start to question if those occupancy conditions have 

outlived their usefulness. 

There has always been tight control on residential development in the countryside.  Even holiday conversions 

were restricted to 42 occupancy weeks per annum, although this is now held to be unreasonable. Modern 

restrictive conditions dictate that the property should not be used as a main or permanent residence.   

Problems arise as many feel that the self-catering holiday market is saturated.  Re-investment sometimes does 

not meet customer demands, whilst fluctuations in seasonality and concerns over new holiday developments and 

competition create uncertainty and worry.  This is compounded with high running costs which force many to run 

their business as a lifestyle choice without taking into account their time and energy which is rarely financially 

accounted for.  The 2016 Budget will also be a further strain. 

The Island Plan has a healthy provision for new housing within rural areas.  Therefore I raise the question whether 

some of the Islands (new) rural housing target could be facilitated through the use of existing holiday cottages, 

rather than following the Council’s current approach to demonstrate unviability over a 12 month period.   

Many planning policy papers, including emerging Government Policy concludes that rural environments must be 

regenerated become a place to work and live.  High speed broadband dilutes the need to focus our ‘sustainability’ 

within urban areas.  In my opinion, there is a justifiable case to remove restrictive holiday conditions; particularly  
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when reviewing many agent websites as the majority of self-catering holiday stock is not restricted by planning 

condition.  This could naturally conclude that the market can easily dictate whether a home is ‘a home’ or a 

holiday unit. 

It is also ironic that rural barns outside the Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty benefit from Permitted 

Development Rights to convert into residential homes without occupancy restriction.  This is governed by 

legislation and not Local Planning Policy.  So why do historic policies place such a tight control over existing 

holiday lets? 

It is understandable that larger holiday complexes should be controlled, but smaller/individual self-catering units 

would unlikely prejudice the availability of quality tourism accommodation.  In consequence it could help 

overcome some rural housing deficiencies.  This may not be an easy solution to accept for any Council as control 

over historic policy is lost, but fundamentally there will always be a strong tourism trade on the Island which will 

enable quality accommodation to meet tourism demand. 
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