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Approaches to Farm Diversification and Rural Development post Brexit:- 
Implications for LDP Review 

 
 

1. Background 

1.1.   The UK left the European Union on 31st January 2020. There is now a transition 
period until 31st December 2020 while the UK and EU negotiate additional 
arrangements. Current rules on trade, travel, and business for the UK and EU will 
continue to apply during this transition period, until the new rules take effect on 1st 
January 2021. However beyond this point there remains general uncertainty. With 
the prospect of significant legal, political and economic changes on the horizon, it is 
prudent to recognise the implications ‘Brexit’ may have on the rural economy and 
investigate future approaches to farm diversification and rural development, and the 
implications these may have on the planning system locally. 

 
1.2  This paper firstly examines the economic and skills balance in the rural wards in Conwy 

by using ward statistics and then provides a brief summary of the current relevant 
planning policies (national and local).  The next section evaluates how those policies 
have been applied in Conwy, looking specifically on the types of applications for 
diversification.  The following section then looks at the possible implications Brexit will 
have on the rural economy, examining what steps education providers are taking, and 
the impact upon planning in the rural area.  Finally the paper suggests potential future 
policy approaches and interventions that may be investigated further as a part of the 
LDP review process. 

 

2. A Concise Demographic Analysis of the Rural area of Conwy 

2.1 Appendix 1 provides a full breakdown based on CCBC’s Ward Profiles 2019.  The 
wards included for the purpose of this analysis are Betws yn Rhos, Caerhun, 
Eglwysbach, Llangernyw, Llansanffraid, Llansannan, Trefriw, Uwch Conwy and 
Uwchaled.  These wards are within the planning jurisdiction of Conwy.  Data for 
Llanrwst (Gower and Crwst wards) has also been included but has been identified 
separately as this is classed as an ‘urban’ settlement in the Local Development Plan. 
Nevertheless, it is acknowledged that Llanrwst plays a crucial role in terms of its 
relationship to the surrounding villages and countryside. 

 
2.2 The headline findings are as follows: 
 
2.2.1  Demography 

The demographic composition of the rural area closely resembles that for Conwy 
County Borough, but with a slight increase the in 45-64 year old age groups and 
decrease in the 65+ age groups.  

 
2.2.2  Health  

In the rural area, proportionately less people are living with limiting long-term illness 
than in Conwy as a whole (19.9% compared with 24.2%). In Llanrwst there are 
significant differences between the Gower and Crwst wards, with limiting long-term 
illness in Gower being 18.5% of the population and Crwst significantly higher at 
26.3%.   

 
2.2.3  Housing 

Average house prices in rural Conwy are higher than the Conwy County Borough 
average of £157,000, with the median house price in Llanrwst at £170,000 and in the 
wider rural area at £180,000.  Home ownership is higher in the rural area with 73.6% 
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of households being owner occupied in comparison with 70.1% in Conwy County 
Borough.  The situation is different however in Llanrwst, where households in owner 
occupied accommodation is below the Conwy average at 65.7% and 60.8% in Gower 
and Crwst wards respectively.  

  
2.2.4  Employment  

In the rural area the type of employment people are engaged in is different to that of 
Conwy as a whole.  As expected, there are a higher number of people working in 
agriculture, forestry and fishing (10.1% compared to 2.1% for the whole of Conwy).  
Other sectors where differences have been identified include the construction and 
education sectors where a slightly higher proportion of the rural workforce are 
represented,  and in the wholesale and retail, accommodation and food services and 
health and social work sectors, where a lower proportion of the rural workforce are 
represented. 

 
2.2.5  Unemployment 

Proportionately there are less people in the rural area and Llanrwst claiming 
unemployment benefits when compared to Conwy as a whole.  This is particularly 
significant in the rural area where the unemployment claimant count for November 
2019 was at 1.5% of the rural population, whereas for the whole of Conwy it was 
3.3%. 

 
2.2.6  Income 

The median average income of households in Conwy County Borough is £27,950. In 
Llanrwst the median average income is slightly higher at £28,550 and higher still in 
the rural area at £31,200.  

 
2.2.7  Education 

In the whole of Conwy 25.6% of people aged 16 and over have no qualifications and 
a similar proportion 25.5% have a level 4+ qualification.  In the rural area people are 
generally better qualified in comparison with the whole of Conwy average with 30.3% 
having level 4 + and 21.2% having no qualifications. In Crwst and Gower wards 
people are generally less qualified than the population of Conwy as a whole with only 
20.5% attaining level 4 + and 32.1% having no qualifications and in Crwst, and 
20.3% attaining level 4 + and 30.9% with no qualifications in Gower. 

 

3. Current Planning Policy Position 

Key elements of National and Local Planning Policy guidance have been summarised 
below in terms of how they impact upon the rural area:  

 
3.1 Promoting Diversification in the Rural Economy – Planning Policy Wales  

Planning policy governing rural locations and issues can be found within Planning 
Policy Wales, Chapter 5. The main points of this are as follows: 

 Whilst the protection of the open countryside should be maintained wherever 
possible, the expansion of existing businesses located in the open countryside 
should be supported provided there are no unacceptable impacts.New 
businesses in rural areas are essential to sustain and improve rural 
communities, but developments which only offer short-term economic gain may 
not be appropriate. 

 Planning authorities should adopt a constructive approach towards agricultural 
development proposals, especially those which are designed to meet the needs of 
changing farming practices or are necessary to achieve compliance with new 
environmental, hygiene or welfare legislationAdopt a positive approach to the 
conversion of rural buildings for business re-use. 
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 The establishment of new enterprises and the expansion of existing business 
is crucial to the growth and stability of rural areas.Flexible approach towards 
micro businesses/self-employed and home working. 

 
3.2 TAN 6 – Planning for sustainable rural communities  

Also at a national level, technical guidance exists in the form of TAN 6 key points are 
highlighted: 

 Conversions -While initial consideration should be given to converting existing 
buildings for employment use sensitively located and designed new buildings will 
also often be appropriate. 

 Types of diversification -Many economic activities can be sustainably located on 
farms. Small on-farm operations such as food and timber processing and food 
packing, together with services (e.g. offices, workshop facilities, equipment hire 
and maintenance), sports and recreation services, and the production of non-
food crops and renewable energy, are likely to be appropriate uses. 

 Farm Shops - When considering planning applications for farm shops, planning 
authorities should only limit the broad types of produce sold where an 
unrestricted retail use would result in a significant adverse effect on a village 
shop. Where there are no other shops in the locality, planning authorities should 
support a diversity of retail services, for example a sub post office, to help to 
meet essential needs of the community. 

 Qualifying rural enterprises comprise land related businesses including 
agriculture, forestry and other activities that obtain their primary inputs from the 
site, such as the processing of agricultural, forestry and mineral products 
together with land management activities and support services (including 
agricultural contracting), tourism and leisure enterprises.  

 Development plans may include a broader definition of qualifying rural 
enterprises where this can be justified by specific local evidence. 

 
3.3 TAN 8 – Renewable Energy 

This TAN promotes high standards of energy efficiency, energy conservation and the 
use of renewable energy within development as a part of the national and international 
response to climate change. It includes off-shore wind, hydro and solar / PV. 
 

3.4  Conwy Local Development Plan Policy 

At a local level, the adopted Conwy LDP includes policies EMP/3, EMP/6, HOU/12, 
NTE/7 and TOU/4 which are relevant in the context of this paper.  The LDP includes a 
flexible policy for new economic developments (EMP/3) where sites on the edge of 
main villages (that are technically within the open countryside) may be permitted.  
Local planning policy is broadly supportive of rural conversions to business use / re-
use subject criteria regarding impact, character and a supporting business plan. 
Similarly conversions of rural buildings to residential use (subject to proof of lack of 
need for economic uses) are generally acceptable.  NTE/7 includes policies on micro 
and small scale wind turbine development which are allowed in principle, subject to 
criteria.  Tourism policy TOU/4 is supportive in principle of extensions and or 
improvements to existing caravan and camping sites in the rural area. Although new 
caravan and camping sites are only permitted where an existing tourism offer exists at 
that location, and new static caravan sites are not permitted under this policy. 
 

4. The Application of Planning Policy - Rural Conwy 

4.1 Analysis of Planning Applications in the Rural Area  

The LDP applications database includes applications which were sent to Planning 
Policy Officers from October 2015 to January 2018. The sample used in this study 
includes all applications where TAN 6 or TAN 8 were selected as being relevant policy 
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considerations.  This may not have captured all rural applications but will have 
captured a suitable number which will give a flavour of recent applications in the rural 
area.  Based on these parameters, the Strategic Planning Policy Team were consulted 
on 101 applications for rural developments.  The breakdown of application types are 
shown below: 
 
Figure 1: 

 
4.2  It is noted that there is roughly a three-way split between the main categories which 

are conversions to holiday cottages, proposals for caravan site 
extensions/yurts/shepherds huts and conversions to form market dwellings.  Food 
production, agriculture, wind turbine development, retailing and rural enterprise 
dwellings only account for 18% of the applications in the rural area. 
Figure 2: 
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4.3  From the same data set, the outcomes of each application have been quantified. 
Twelve of the 18 refusals were for either caravan/camping sites (7) and erection of new 
dwellings in the open countryside (5).  Around half (6) of the withdrawn applications 
were for caravan/camping sites. From the sample a small number of applications (4) 
are yet to be determined.  This chart tells us that from the sample data the majority of 
applications in the rural area are supported by the planning system. However it appears 
there is scope for policy clarification and transparency in terms of what is permissible 
for shepherds huts and caravan / camping site developments and what is allowed as 
part of farm diversification schemes.  It is noted from the small number of wind turbine 
applications (3) that all of these were refused (1 was refused on appeal).  On speaking 
to the relevant policy officer, it appears that clarification of the policy during the LDP 
review process particularly around the scale of the turbine versus the energy needs of 
the farm, and the amount sold to the national grid would be beneficial.  The problems 
associated with a lack of 5 year housing land supply may be culpable for an increase 
in the number of new market housing applications in the rural area, and this would 
benefit from separate analysis.  

 

5. Implications of Brexit on Rural Economy 

5.1  Farming is the UK’s largest manufacturing sector with Europe being the UK’s largest 
export market.  The UK only produces half of what its population eats and relies on 
European imports for a quarter of food supply.  To add to this, 55% of all UK farm 
income is derived from European subsidies and the Sector heavily dependent on 
migrant workers1. 

 
5.2  In terms of impact on farm income it seems that much depends on whether the direct 

payment system is abolished completely or in part.  All UK regions show on average a 
decline in farm incomes if direct payments were to be fully abolished.  UK Government 
has guaranteed direct payments at the current EU level until the end of 2020, but there 
are no plans beyond this date at present.  The direct payments are particularly relevant 
to livestock farming, mixed farms and field crops where direct payments can make up 

                                                             
1 theguardian.com 26/7/2017 
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a significant part of income2. Small farms may struggle to survive and land prices could 
fall leading to some farms being bought out by larger enterprises3. 

 
5.3  As eluded to in 5.1, a significant issue is that of EU nationals who currently fill low-paid 

positions in the agricultural and service sectors returning to their home countries, and 
how this workforce will be replaced.  

 
5.4  There is also the impact of changing legislation affecting the countryside, food 

production and animal welfare and how this will directly and indirectly impact upon rural 
communities. 

 
5.5  Trying to second-guess the impact of Brexit is delving into the unknown as the shape 

of future agricultural policy in Wales is still unknown at the time of writing this paper, 
although it is the intention of Welsh Government to introduce new legislation by the 
end of 2021.  For further reading, please see 
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/brexit/the-eu/brexit-next-steps-farm-funding-in-
2020/ . 

 

6. Response from Education, Knowledge and Skill Providers 

6.1  Conversations have been held with Coleg Glynllifon/Llysfasi/Menter a 
Busnes/Faming Connect about the future of their courses/work taking into account 
impacts of Brexit.  These conversations reveal that much will stay the same with 
Levels 1 & 2 Agriculture courses remaining focused on practical work and hands-on 
experience, with classroom sessions to help build the underpinning knowledge. 

 
6.2  The Level 3 Agriculture course content will continue to concentrate on existing 

knowledge of agriculture, preparing students to operate at a management level whilst 
also understanding the practical aspects. It also provides a vocational route into 
Higher Education, whilst gaining valuable hands-on experience, combining studies of 
livestock, crops and machinery with practical training sessions.   

 
6.3  Menter a Busnes continue to actively encourage farmers to prepare their business 

post Brexit by offering support to groups and individuals, providing awareness of 
entrepreneurship, innovation, business start-up and growth.   

 
6.4  Farming Connect – Business Wales continue to provide service for farmers, foresters 

& food businesses through advice and support on business development, driving 
businesses forward, transforming business prospects, skills and mentoring (with 
funding support/free), innovation and through information hubs providing knowledge 
transfer.   

 
  

7. Issues Brexit may raise for planning: 

7.1 Considering the issues raised so far in the paper, the following knock-on effects may 
become apparent with implications for the planning system: 

 

 Increased diversification of smaller enterprises - not just holiday units but micro 
businesses too. 

 Applications for large-scale agricultural sheds- 
landscape/noise/odour/ecology/transportation issues  

                                                             
2 S. van Berkum et al, 2016. 
3 Independent.co.uk 11/7/2017 

https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/brexit/the-eu/brexit-next-steps-farm-funding-in-2020/
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/brexit/the-eu/brexit-next-steps-farm-funding-in-2020/
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 Potential for increase in poly tunnel developments to support large scale 
crops/horticulture. 

 Increase in applications for tourism businesses in the open countryside. 

 Increase in need for rural enterprise dwellings to support both larger scale 
production and new micro businesses. 

 Possible need for processing facilities for agricultural produce including 
livestock 

 Increased demand for small scale food production units. 

 Companies who are currently located in Europe and trading with the UK looking 
to establish a UK presence (to save money in the longer term).  

 Need to explore the relationship between rural settlements and farming 
enterprises – hub and spoke models in terms of food processing/production 
and adding value to produce.  

 As above, but consider the contribution exception sites and allocations within or 
on the edge of villages can make to supporting workers in rural enterprises.  

 Decrease in land values – greater pressure to secure residential permissions? 

 Pressure on rural infrastructure- roads/broadband etc. 

 Home working - increase in demand. 

 More land becoming available on the edge of settlements for housing 
development (where farms were previously.) 

 People leaving the countryside to retire in an urban setting (this is happening 
now – need to recognise links with Wellbeing and Future Generations Act.) 

 General increased need for affordable housing in rural areas to support larger 
scale rural enterprises?   

 Need to maintain a ‘presence in the countryside?’ – Previous agricultural policy 
prior to UK membership of the EU. 

 
 

8. Possible options to progress at LDP Review 

8.1  The Replacement LDP needs to strike a balance between being responsive to the 
impacts of Brexit on the rural economy while protecting the countryside from sporadic 
development.  A lot of work will be undertaken to refine and review existing policies 
through the LDP review process. Key areas of policy change / review relating to the 
issues raised in this Background Paper are policies HOU/12- Reuse and adaptation of 
redundant rural buildings for residential use and EMP/6 - Reuse and adaptation of rural 
buildings. In terms of Rural Enterprise Dwellings (REDs). Officers could consider 
possibility of allowing for use of agricultural dwellings/REDs as holiday 
accommodation. Exception sites policies will also require reviewing in line with national 
guidance. For example could a slightly higher number of dwellings be permitted in rural 
hamlets in certain circumstances. 

 
8.2  Recognising the potential need for business expansion in the rural area and in line with 

national guidance, the scope of policy EMP/3 – New B1, B2, & B8 Office and Industrial 
Development on Non-Allocated Sites could be broadened or a new policy introduced 
to include support for the expansion of existing businesses in the rural area (including 
the open countryside) subject to criteria. 

 
8.3  There is scope to review the tourism policies in the LDP namely TOU/1 Sustainable 

tourism, TOU/2 New sustainable tourism and recreational development and TOU/4 
Chalet, caravan and camping sites.  In particular clarity over what is permissible in 
terms of new holiday accommodation (type) and if under any circumstances new 
accommodation would be permitted as part of diversification where there is no existing 
tourism offer on site.  There also may be potential for new policy on Leisure, Tourism 
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and Farm Diversification. This could be a criteria based policy which would not seek to 
replicate national guidance but would include the level of detail regarding the need for 
applicants to provide the LPA with the necessary information to determine if a 
diversification proposal is both valid and viable. 

 
8.4  The ideas for possible policy change raised in this background paper are by no means 

definite or exhaustive.  They represent areas for discussion and possible further 
research before policies are updated and included in the Replacement LDP. 
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