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Paul founded the practice in 1985 
and has since built relationships 
with many local and international 
companies, establishing the 
respect of developers and 
investors across the commercial 
property spectrum. He is a true 
property professional whose 
experience, expertise and local 
area knowledge is unrivalled.  
Paul’s dual qualifications as both a 
chartered surveyor and chartered 
town planner, make him invaluable 
to anyone seeking to succeed 
in commercial property in the 
Thames Valley and beyond. Out of 
the office he is a keen golfer, cyclist 
and football pundit! 

COMMERCIAL PROPERTY CONSULTANTS

This edition of the Master-guide series 
is for those considering converting their 
commercial premises into residential 
accommodation.....

Economic drivers
There are many factors to take into account 
when considering whether to convert 
commercial premises into residential use, but 
first let’s look at what has pushed the issue to the 
forefront of the UK commercial property agenda.

It’s important to understand the U.K. 
Government’s role in this. Driven by their motive 
to regenerate the economy, they want the 
planning system to work proactively to support 
economic growth and not to act as a brake on 
it. They are also concerned about some aspects 
of the planning system which they see as being 
tied up in what they perceive as unnecessary 
bureaucracy that can hinder sustainable growth.

Planning relaxation
Back in April 2011 the government started 
consulting on a number of ideas around 
simplifying the bureaucracy around planning. 
Part of that initiative was to look at how 
commercial buildings could be converted to 
residential use along with other relaxations 
such as re-using existing buildings or the 
re-classification of farm buildings for general 
business use. The government’s position was that 

they wanted to bring underused offices back into 
effective beneficial use by re-deploying them 
as houses or flats for local residents. Their hope 
is that in doing this they will create jobs and 
regenerate decaying commercial areas in order 
to bring back some vitality into suffering towns.
In January 2013 the government announced that 
it was going to consider introducing a new form 
of development right that would allow change 
of use from B1 office use to C3 residential use. 
So they wrote to Chief Planning Officers across 
the UK announcing their initiative and giving 
the planning officers just four weeks to come 
back with their comments. Needless to say this 
was a relatively controversial approach, let alone 
time-line.
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Planning concerns
Perhaps unsurprisingly, Planning Officers 
were concerned that some of the key 
employment zones may be lost once and 
for all, and would be to the detriment of 
their local economies. Accordingly they were 
reluctant to see those commercial areas being 
converted wholly to residential usage.

So the Planning Officers went back to the 
government and said that they wanted to see 
some ring fencing around what was deemed as 
being appropriate property for change of use. For 
example the City of London and Royal Borough 
of Kensington and Chelsea stated that nothing 
should happen in their boroughs because of their 
unique contribution to the national economy.

Local concerns
Local to Deriaz Slater, Wycombe District Council 
proposed  to ring-fence ten key employment 
areas that include existing business parks such 

as Sands Industrial Estate, The Globe Business 
Park and Handy Cross. The Council wanted these 
sites  to be protected as commercial areas and not 
developed into residential zones.

Of course changing the use of a building affects 
the surrounding area as much as the building itself 
with the potential for increased traffic and parking 
being two obvious considerations. Locally we can 
foresee various niche premium developments 
happening in towns like Amersham, Beaconsfield, 
Windsor and Marlow, with perhaps more 
affordable developments around Slough, Reading 
and Bracknell.

Overall there is a lot to be said for bringing in 
more people to live in town centres as they bring 
benefits to the vibrancy of a town as they utilise 
the services more during the evenings for leisure 
purposes as well as town centre retail and food 
outlets.

Local control
Properties which are re-developed for residential 
use will still require planning and building consent 
for certain changes that may be made to the 
building’s exterior. For example if you were to 
make external changes to the elevations, change 
the windows, would all need planning permission 
from the local planning committee. 

Obsolete commercial stock
Across the UK it is estimated that as much as 25% 
of all office stock may be obsolete, that means 
that it is classified as being in the wrong location, 
inaccessible or with no occupier demand. Many 
may not be fit for purpose because they have 
irregular shaped floor plates, multi floor levels 
or have too many solid walls that cannot be 
reconfigured internally. All these factors mean 
such properties are the type of space that 
occupiers just do not want these days. 
Other properties might be physically obsolete 
with the fabric of the building having deteriorated 
so much that the cost of refurbishment is greater 
than the resulting value of the property. 

Obsolete pockets
The state of the nation’s commercial property 
stock varies around the country. Those with the 
highest proportion of obsolete stock include cities 
like Birmingham, Edinburgh, Leeds, Manchester 
and Nottingham. Whereas those with the least 
obsolete stock include Cambridge, Staines, 
Guildford, Uxbridge and Maidenhead.

Thames Valley outlook
The good news for our clients, and other property 
agents like Deriaz Slater is that we have amongst 
the least obsolete stock in the country. We have 
always identified the Thames Valley as being on 
of the country’s key economic hubs commercially, 
and yet we have also identified around 350,000 
square feet of office space in Slough alone which 
might be suitable for residential conversion. 
The current corporate trend is that there is a 
requirement for better quality space - but less of 
it. Hence the attraction of converting to residential 
for which there is a continuing demand.

Conversion viability
There is a perceived wisdom that residential 
values far outweigh office values and therefore 
converting an office building to residential will 
automatically maximize income and profit. 
However our view at Deriaz Slater is that it is not 
quite as simple as that because you have got to f

factor in the conversion costs which might be as 
much as £100 per square foot just to get it into 
order as viable residential space. 

So we feel that to take a view that all obsolete 
commercial properties are going to be converted 
into residential is mistaken. Only in certain areas, 
where there is poor demand for low quality office 
buildings, but in which there is a good local 
residential market and where residential values 
are strong for buildings in well serviced, accessible 
locations, will the conversion arithmetic stack up 
as a feasible option.

Being well advised
Deriaz Slater advise a lot of clients on how to make 
the best use of their assets, so the opportunity 
to look at office or residential options for specific 
properties in the light of new planning regulations 
is something that we often undertake with our 
client base. We advise on the cost of conversion 
and the projected values and income stream that 
might derive from a building’s change of use.

Although we are a commercial property agent, 
Deriaz Slater is an experienced manager of 
residential portfolios. That is primarily because 
many buildings have mixed  uses. Often a building 
will have retail on the ground floor with offices 
and residential stacked above on different 
floors of the property. Accordingly a residential/
commercial mix slots easily into the Deriaz Slater 
management strategy. 

Office to residential made easy
Deriaz Slater has set up a bespoke service called 
‘Office to Residential’ where we partner with the 
very best local building surveyors and architects 
to offer a one-stop shop option to our clients. .....
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We give them financial projections, estimating 
values and costs to the client as well as giving 
the technical input in terms of assessing whether 
their building can be realistically converted to 
residential use. We make an assessment of the 
opportunity and then if it progresses, we make 
the working through of that opportunity as 
straightforward as it possibly can be for our client.

We make it easy for them by project managing 
the conversion on their behalf. We also have good 
working relationships with local banks that see 
residential opportunities in sustainable locations 
such as town centres as being good secure 
investments.

Your property
A typical enquiry for an office to residential 
conversion project will come from a property 
owner who might have had a building in their 
possession for quite a long time, but which is 
now in secondary condition. They are likely to 
have enjoyed having tenant occupiers over a 
number of years with retail on the ground floor 
and offices above. In fact it is often the case that 
the office space was converted from residential 
many years ago but is now ideally suited to being 
re-converted to its original residential purpose.

Your solution
Because not every commercial property owner 
is fully conversant with all the structural, legal 
and planning technicalities associated with a 
commercial to residential conversion, Deriaz 
Slater sets out to partner with owners throughout 
the process from initial assessments, arranging 
finance, through planning permissions and 
change of use to project managing the conversion 
and refit. Then, when all that’s been achieved, 
we’ll even find you your tenants and manage the 
property for you.

For more advice on office to residential 
conversion, contact:
enquiries@office2residential.co.uk 
We’re only here to help.

Paul Deriaz BA, MRICS, MRTPI
Managing Partner Deriaz Slater LLP
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