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The	ultimate	extensions	guide	
We’ve	seen	the	light	(part	1:	ground-floor	extensions);	Moving	on	up	(part	2:	lofts	and	
basements)	
We’re	no	longer	a	nation	of	movers,	but	one	of	improvers.	Every	month,	almost	40,000	

property	owners	across	Britain	are	applying	for	planning	consent	to	improve	their	

homes	—	up	3%	over	the	past	year,	and	the	highest	figure	since	the	financial	crisis,	

according	to	the	construction	data	analysts	Barbour	ABI,	who	has	supplied	its	research	

exclusively	to	The	Sunday	Times.	The	driving	force	is	shifting	away	from	rich	London	

boroughs	with	“ice-berg	homes”	to	commuter	districts	such	as	St	Albans,	which	has	the	

highest	concentration	of	extensions	in	Britain,	and	to	the	northwest.	But	how	do	you	get	

your	extension	right?	In	this	practical	and	inspirational	guide	for	the	renovation	nation	

—	both	parts	of	which	featured	on	the	cover	of	Home	—	experts	and	expanders	share	

their	dos	and	don’ts	of	ground-floor	extensions,	lofts	and	basements.		

	
Light	industrial	revolution	
As	new	permitted	development	rights	make	it	easier	to	turn	an	old	workshop	into	a	

dream	home,	research	sourced	exclusively	from	the	land	search	LandInsight	maps	more	

than	160,000	such	light	industrial	sites	in	England	—	almost	7,000	of	which	are	vacant.	

This	Sunday	Times	Home	cover	story	tells	readers	how	to	cash	in,	with	advice	from	

those	who	have	done	it	—	such	as	Carl	Homerstone,	who	turned	a	£2.3m	empty	

workshop	in	southwest	London	into	a	£5.5m	grand	design	for	him	and	his	son,	Oscar,	6.	

	

Last	orders	for	buy-to-let?		
As	taxes	have	risen	and	rules	been	tightened,	we’ve	seen	headline	after	headline	

proclaiming	the	demise	of	buy-to-let.	But	now	the	most	comprehensive	analysis	of	the	

sector	since	it	was	shaken	up	two	years	ago	—	given	exclusively	to	The	Sunday	Times	by	

Savills	and	UK	Finance,	previously	the	Council	of	Mortgage	Lenders	—	shows	what	is	

really	going	on.	Buy-to-let	lending	has	plummeted	by	half	in	London	and	the	southeast	

over	the	past	two	years,	limiting	rented	homes	where	they	are	most	needed.	This	

feature	reveals	how	the	market	is	increasingly	reliant	on	cash	buyers	and	institutional	

landlords	—	which	are	not	growing	fast	enough	to	plug	the	gap	—	and	reveals	the	five	

strongest	buy-to-let	markets,	where	there	is	still	money	to	be	made.		

	

	



My, how you’ve grown
The ultimate guide to building your dream extension 12
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Could newly relaxed planning
rules turn the old paint-stripping
workshop around the corner
into our ticket to a bigger
house? We’ve been walking past

its boarded-up windows for years on the 
way to my daughter’s school in southwest 
London, but from this month permitted 
development rights will make it easier to 
convert light-industrial sites into homes. 
I’m tempted — should we snap it up? 

Exclusive research by LandInsight, a 
land search app, has mapped more than 
160,000 sites in England with class B1c use 
for “light industry appropriate in a 
residential area”. Almost 7,000 are 
vacant. “These present a lot of 
opportunity,” says Andrew Moist, a 
would-be self-builder who co-founded 
Landlnsight four years ago after struggling 
to find land in London. “For small buy-to-
let investors, it could be the next step up.”

LIGHT
INDUSTRIAL 
REVOLUTION
New planning rules make it easier to turn 
an old workshop into your dream home — 
and with 7,000 lying empty, chances are 
there’s one near you. By Martina Lees 

The permitted development (PD) rights,
which came into force in England on 
October 1 for a period of three years, only 
cover existing buildings smaller than 500 
sq metres (5,382 sq ft), which, Moist points 
out, are “not that attractive to large 
developers”. That gives self-builders and 
small-scale developers a chance to swoop.

The change follows the introduction in
2013 of PD rights to turn offices into homes. 
Government data shows that this led to 
13,800 new homes in 2015-16, or one out of 
every 13. The conversion rate has soared 
fivefold, to 1% of office stock a year, causing 
a 0.25% net loss of office space, according 
to CBRE, the property services firm. 

The scheme is not without controversy.
Critics say that bypassing normal rules 
means these homes are often smaller than 
planners would require, and councils lose 
their ability to make developers pay for 
affordable homes and infrastructure. 

Leap of faith 
Carl Homerstone 
with his son, 
Oscar, at their 
home in 
southwest 
London, which he 
converted from a 
workshop. It is on 
sale for £5.5m

LONDON E2
Two class B1c 
workshop 
buildings in 
Shoreditch, built 
for furniture 
makers and 
carpenters in 1958, 
have been turned 
into 119 loft-style 
flats with between 
one and four 
bedrooms. The 
landscape 
architect 
Alexandra Steed 
designed the 
gardens over four 
levels, including a 
sun deck inspired 
by the New York 
High Line. New 
permitted 
development 
rights on such sites 
are limited to 
buildings under 
500 sq metres 
— enough room 
for about 10 flats 
at best. 

020 3944 0205, 
knightfrank.co.uk

FIND A SITE
Search for your own light-

industrial conversion project
using our interactive map. 

Visit thesundaytimes.co.uk 
or download the tablet or 

smartphone edition
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It was my childhood 
dream to live in a 
warehouse conversion. 
I wanted that space 
where a child could scoot 
around the living room

‘‘

VI
C

KI
 C

O
UC

H
M

AN

LOCAL AUTHORITY
NUMBER 

OF B1c 
SITES

PLANNING 
APPLICATIONS FOR

NEW HOMES

AVERAGE 
HOUSE
PRICE

1 Birmingham 2,896 543 £183,289
2 Cornwall 3,088 4,154 £244,774
3 Sandwell, W Midlands 1,872 172 £135,039
4 Leeds 2,441 737 £192,388
5 Stratford-on-Avon 1,217 838 £340,978
6 Dudley 1,741 290 £168,035
7 Bradford 3,070 847 £157,352
8 Hackney, London 1,131 439 £596,553
9 Nottingham 1,445 346 £140,714
10 Hull 1,234 117 £109,274

WHERE TO INVEST IN LIGHT INDUSTRIAL CONVERSIONS

Source: LandInsight/Land Registry

HIVES OF ACTIVITY
Once the manufacturing capital 
of the world, Birmingham now tops 
the chart of the best places to invest 
in light-industrial conversions under 
new permitted development rights, 
according to exclusive research by 
LandInsight. The analysis ranked areas 
based on the number of such sites with 
class B1c use, and how fast local house 
prices have risen over the past year.

lBirmingham has almost 2,900 light-
industrial sites, and property prices 
have increased 7% in the past year to 
£183,000. Yet despite being a third of 
the way into its multibillion-pound Big 
City Plan makeover, Britain’s second city 
ranks only 64th for the number of 
planning applications for new homes 
(543) — making competition from a glut 
of supply unlikely. Two neighbouring 

For individuals, the new rules reduce 
risk, says Carl Homerstone, 51. He has just 
finished converting a workshop in Barnes 
into a £5.5m grand design for him and his 
son, Oscar, 7. The empty building had only 
been advertised as a rental, but he offered 
to buy it for £2.3m in 2014. Residential 
property in SW13 is worth about twice as 
much as commercial, yet Homerstone says 
that’s not what motivated him: “It was my 
childhood dream to live in a warehouse 
conversion. I wanted that space where a 
child could scoot around the living room.” 
Father and son do indeed hop on their 
bikes here: the open-plan living area, with 
its brick columns and partly exposed 
concrete ceiling, takes up the full 55ft 
width of the conversion.

Over the past five years or so, Glentham
Road, where Homerstone lives, has gone 
from industrial dead end to upmarket 
enclave. An electrical warehouse next 
door became two duplexes, and industrial 
units on the other side partly made way 
for a modern house. “I didn’t think there 
would be much resistance,” Homerstone 
says of his six-bedroom home.

Getting it past the planners under the
old rules took 20 months, however. “I 
have 20 years of experience in planning. If 
I’d got this wrong, it would have been an 
expensive mistake,” says Homerstone, 
whose firm, Urban Associates, buys and 
sells land on which it gains consent for 
social homes.

Looking for local precedent will help 
under the new rules, too: while you don’t 
have to lodge a full planning application 
for change of use from B1c to housing (C3), 
you must still apply to the council for 
“prior approval”. “If they’ve given 

councils, Sandwell and Dudley, are in 
the top 10 too, in third and sixth place.

lCornwall, the local authority with 
the biggest land area, is second, with 
about 3,100 B1c sites, but has more new 
homes in its planning pipeline (4,154) 
than anywhere else in England.

l In the north, Leeds (2,400 B1c sites) 
and neighbouring Bradford (3,100) also 
hold promise, with price rises of 4% and 
4.5% respectively in the past year.

l The only London borough in the 
top 10 is Hackney, in the East End, 
where prices rose 11.7%. LandInsight’s 
search app plots 71 B1c sites in Hackney 
Wick alone, on the doorstep of the 
Olympic Park. But buyers need to be 
quick: the borough has issued an Article 
4 direction that means PD rights to 
convert its 1,100 B1c sites into homes will 
apply only until the end of April 2018.

→
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similar planning permission already,

you’re more likely to get prior approval,” 
Moist says. 

“PD isn’t a golden ticket to a consent,”
warns Grant Lipton, co-founder of Great 
Marlborough Estates, a boutique London 
developer that recently converted an 
industrial site in Notting Hill into mews 
houses. Prior approval can be refused 
over flood risks, contamination, traffic or 
— and this grey area leaves plenty of room 
for argument — if your scheme would 
harm an important light-industrial area. 
One-fifth of prior approvals for office 
conversions have been vetoed. “Before 
you commit, it’s worth having a thorough 
check,” Lipton advises.

Find out if the council has issued an 
“Article 4 direction” to ban light-industrial 
conversions. If so, “all bets are off”, says 
John Bowman, planning partner at the law 
firm Field Fisher. “Some London 
boroughs, such as Islington, Kensington 
& Chelsea and Southwark, are trying to 
protect their light-industrial stock.” 

Bowman also suggests an “informal 
conversation” with the planners to find 
out how valuable the site’s industrial use 
is. If the workshop has long been empty, 
you could use that to argue low demand.

How do you find a deal? “Speaking with
independent local agents is one of the best 
ways to find potential sites,” Lipton says. 
“While Google Maps is a good way of 
searching without getting your shoes 
muddy, you can’t replace that good old-
fashioned approach of driving around.”

LandInsight’s app allows you to map 
ownership, search all planning data and 
compare prices for sites nationwide, 

helping you to find deals 
off-market (from £50 a 
month, with free trials; 
landinsight.io). In 
research for Home, 
LandInsight has named 
the best areas to invest 
in such conversions (see 
panel, page 9).

Or scour commercial 
auctions for light-industrial 
sites that have only one or two 
years left on their leases, suggests 
Richard Adamson, residential auctions 
partner at Allsop. “Once that comes to an 
end, you could convert it to housing.” 
Residential auctions are also worth a look 
for “oven-ready” light-industrial sites with 
prior approval in place. Adamson expects 
the first of these to appear early next year.

At an auction three years ago, Mark 
Scott paid about £40,000 for a B1c 
car-repair shed in Ramsgate, Kent, with 
planning permission to become a two-
bedroom house. After spending £100,000 
on its transformation — adding a first floor 
and an open-plan living room/kitchen 
with a glass staircase downstairs — the Sail 
Loft is now a holiday cottage letting for up 
to £899 a week (originalcottages.co.uk, ref 
EK761). Scott, a chartered accountant in 
his sixties who lives in northwest London, 
estimates it is worth at least £180,000 and 
yields about £10,000 a year — and he and 
his partner get to use it, too.

“It was ideal for a conversion — close to
town, close to the harbour and it had 
some heritage,” Scott recalls. Lord Nelson 
had his cannons repaired on the site, 
behind the Napoleonic flint wall that now 

shelters the sunny courtyard. “When you 
open the bifold doors, you smell the sea.”

The Sail Loft was Scott’s second 
property development, after he did up a 
terrace in Ramsgate as a bigger holiday let. 
“You need to be there to make it turn out 
the way you want,” says Scott, who did 
much of the demolition himself. 
Connecting the utilities to the mains, 
however, caused long delays.

You don’t know what hidden problems
a conversion will uncover until you strip 

Road to success 
In Ramsgate, 
Kent, Mark Scott 
turned a car-
repair shed, 
bought for 
£40,000, into a 
successful 
holiday let

back the building. You may need to 
improve soundproofing and thermal 
insulation, for example, as rules for 
commercial spaces differ from residential.

“PD does make the planning easier, but
it doesn’t make the build any easier,” 
warns Ian Marris, joint head of residential 
development at Knight Frank estate 
agency. “The one thing most amateur 
developers underestimate is cost.” To 
hedge against that, use an experienced 
team that has worked together before. 

→
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£449,000
HOW TO DO IT 
l The new permitted development 
rights for light-industrial buildings only 
allow you to change the internal layout 
— not the exterior, which can often be 
grim. “It needs to look like something 
someone would want to live in,” warns 
Richard Adamson, residential auction 
partner at Allsop. Check windows and 
doors are in the right places for a home; 
you can’t add or enlarge them without 
full planning permission.

l Likewise, the area should not be too 
industrial, or you’ll have no market to sell 
or let to. Workshops dotted among 
homes or one-off buildings in urban 
centres make the best buys. A wide plot 
gives you “a bigger footprint and scope 
to create more value”, says Grant Lipton, 
co-founder of the developer Great 
Marlborough Estates.

lUnlike on residential property, stamp 
duty on light industrial sites above 
£925,000 does not soar but stays at 5%.

l To find out what use is in place for 
the building, check the council’s 
planning website for any previous 
consents granted. If there are none, 
establish what it is being physically 
used for: knock on doors to speak to 
workers or neighbours, google the 
address and ask the council who 
previously paid its business rates.

l Look up ownership on the Land 
Registry (£3; gov.uk/search-property-
information-land-registry).

lCheck how much new housing is in 
the planning pipeline nearby. If there 
is a glut, the risk of being forced to 
sell at a discount — even if you don’t 
need planning permission — may be 
too high.

l “Try to negotiate an option with 
the landowner before you apply for 
prior approval,” says John Bowman, 
planning partner at the law firm Field 
Fisher. Before you commit, do at least 
a desktop environmental report on 
the site’s contamination and flood risk, 
which usually costs under £1,000. 

l To value the land, work backwards 
from its end value as a home. Deduct 
all costs — including contingency — 
and your desired profit, then pay 
no more than this sum. “You don’t 
want to get to the end and have been 
better off investing in a premium 
bond,” Lipton says.

lYou could typically borrow up to 
65% of the project’s end value — 
including up to 90% of construction 
costs — from specialist lenders, but 
only once prior approval or change 
of use is in place. “Before that, we 
can only lend on the existing 
consent,” says Ian Thomas, co-
founder of LendInvest.

lMost lenders require you to have 
development experience, or at least 
use an experienced contractor. 
LendInvest offers free one-day courses 
(developmentacademy.lendinvest.com).

lYou are more likely to get financing 
if you have a business plan with several 
exit routes, such as selling up or letting 
and remortgaging on a buy-to-let loan. 
Find a local broker via the National 
Association of Commercial Finance 
Brokers (findsmefinance.co.uk).

l If ceilings are much higher than 
needed, squeezing in an extra floor “can 
add considerable value”, says Quinton 
Schonknecht at Cubic Studios, who has 
a decade’s experience of conversions. 
The minimum allowed is 2.3 metres; 
allow 30cm extra for floor make-up. “On 
the flip side, if you are keen on keeping 
extra height, do it cleverly: entertaining 
space benefits from this more than a 
bedroom. If there isn’t enough 
headroom to split the space into two, or 
the budget doesn’t stretch to a 
complete rejig, try adding a mezzanine 
level for extra storage or reading nooks.”

lCommercial buildings often lack 
daylight, as many were not designed 
to offer their workforce a view. 
“Cleverly placed light wells or a central 
atrium cut through a building will allow 
for a natural light channel that will 
spread the captured daylight more 
effectively,” Schonknecht says.

Despite doing this, Homerstone spent
£4.8m on his project. That included £1.3m 
on the build, £2.3m for the site, plus debt, 
stamp duty and fees. It is now for sale at 
£5.5m (carterjonas.co.uk). “It’s not for 
beginners — it’s for the brave,” he says.

His project had given me hope for my
paint-stripping workshop dream: it’s in 
the same London borough, in a pocket 
where old factory sites are dotted 
between fast-gentrifying homes. But I 
won’t put in a workshop bid just yet.

DEVON
Reduced from 
£475,000, this 
four-bedroom 
terrace was 
converted from 
part of a grade II 
listed woollen mill 
in Harbertonford, 
three miles from 
Totnes. Though 
listed buildings 
don’t qualify for 
the new permitted 
development 
rights, this 
combination of 
original beams and 
steel stanchions 
with glass 
balustrades and 
open-plan living 
shows how well 
industrial sites can 
be converted. 

01803 847979,
marchandpetit.
co.uk
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