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Executive summary 
 
The vibrant and bustling student community living around Queens University contributes 
enormously to the character and economic wellbeing of the area.  Conversely, the nature of large 
numbers of students residing in properties for less than a calendar year has also led to a large 
number of letting boards advertising the availability of single rooms, apartments and houses.   
 
The number of letting boards being displayed has increased in recent years to such an extent that, 
when coupled with density of housing and the nature of short-term tenancies, it is not unusual to 
see letting boards on many of the houses for most of the year; which consequently has a negative, 
visual impact on both amenity and townscape character. 
 
Regulation 6 ‘Directions restricting deemed consent’ of ‘Part 2 Deemed Consent’ of The Planning 
(Control of Advertisements) Regulations (Northern Ireland) 2015 provides councils with the 
appropriate vehicle to remove deemed consent for the display of letting boards in areas where their 
presence causes ‘substantial injury to the amenity of the locality’. 
 
As with other university towns and cities such as Cardiff, Newcastle and Nottingham; Belfast City 
Council considers that the removal of deemed consent is essential to help revitalise the affected 
areas. 
 
Purpose of this report 
 
This submission identifies the current issues and demonstrates sufficient evidence to support a 
discontinuance of deemed consent within the proposed areas. 
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1. Introduction 
 
1.1 Queens University Belfast incorporates a number of Conservation Areas (CA) and Areas of 

Townscape Character (ATC), and contains perhaps the most iconic listed buildings in South 
Belfast.  The character of these areas is underpinned by a rich built heritage, with varying 
levels of recognition and protection afforded to each through the planning system.   

 
1.2 The proliferation and uncontrolled number of letting boards (LBs) is, however, causing 

significant adverse impact on the character and appearance of these areas.   Whilst the 
Department of Environment (DoE) attempted to aid control in the past with mailshots to 
estate agents as recently as 2013/2014, this resulted in a short-term improvement only.  It is 
clear to the council that the issue of LBs in these areas of high-density transient population 
requires an appropriate and sufficient solution, above and beyond those previously used. 

 
1.3 This report sets out Belfast City Council’s formal request to the Department for 

Infrastructure (DfI) to grant a direction under Section 6 of The Planning (Control of 
Advertisements) Regulations (Northern Ireland) 2015; for the removal of Deemed Consent 
for the display of letting boards relating to residential properties1, in the following CAs and 
ATCs, referred to herein as the ‘Direction Area’: 
 

• Holyland Area of Townscape Character, 

• Stranmillis Village Area of Townscape Character, 

• Malone Conservation Sub- Area B: Eglantine/Wellesley/Wellington, 

• Botanic Avenue Area of Townscape Character, 

• Queens Conservation Area; and 

• Rugby Road Area of Townscape Character. 
 

1.4 The proposed Direction Area is shown in its totality in Image 1. 
 

 
 
 
 
  

 
1 The restriction to Deemed Consent proposed is for advertisements granted under Schedule 3, Part 

1, Class 3 of the Planning (Control Of Advertisements) Regulations (NI) 2015 related to letting 

residential properties only (and not those related to agricultural, industrial or commercial use, nor 

for sale signs).     
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Image 1:  Proposed Direction Area 
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2. Impact of letting boards 
 

Need for change 
 
2.1 The display of LBs is controlled by The Planning (Control of Advertisements) Regulations 

(Northern Ireland) 2015.  Subject to a number of regulations, deemed consent is granted for 
the display of an advertisement falling within Class 3 (1) specified in Part 1 of Schedule 3 of 
The Planning (Control of Advertisements) Regulations (Northern Ireland) 2015. 
 

2.2 Broadly speaking this provides adequate planning control over these types of 
advertisements, however due to the unique character of this area; the high concentration of 
LBs has such a detrimental visual impact that the council feels it is necessary to address the 
issue through the use of additional powers. 
 

2.3 Due to the high concentration of LBs, multiple homeowners/landlords, and the time taken to 
pursue each individual case; enforcement action has struggled to adequately control the 
situation and prevent the subsequent impact on character and amenity. 

 
Impact  

 
2.4 The extent of the impact is significantly increased given that each subsection with the 

Direction Area is designated as a CA or ATC; the character and appearance of which the 
council has a duty to preserve and protect. 
 

2.5 Within the Direction Area there is a large student population which is both transient in 
nature and is also highly engaged with the House in Multiple Occupation (HMO) rental 
market.  The concentration of short-term tenancy agreements has resulted in high numbers 
of LBs dominating the streetscape, which is further exacerbated as estate agents and 
landlords increasingly retain boards on display throughout the year as a constant means of 
marketing. 
 

2.6 Given the traditional nature of the Direction Area, properties are often hard to the 
pavement edge, set within narrow plot widths and long terraces.  As a result, it can often 
appear that virtually every property is ‘for rent’, as demonstrated below in Image 2. 

 

 
 

Image 2: Lawrence Street, off Botanic, June 2016 
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3. Previous action taken 
 
3.1 The council and previously the DoE, in addition to Elected Members, have received 

significant numbers of complaints and letters of concern over recent years from residents 
within the Direction Area.  This created a substantial enforcement caseload with 
consequential pressures on resources.  Furthermore, due to the sheer number of properties, 
homeowners, landlords and estate agents, enforcement cases that are successfully pursued 
through to completion and prosecution represent such a small portion of the total numbers 
that it has minimal impact in mitigating or preventing the overall impact. 

 
3.2 Given their volume, sustained presence, and the significant threat through obstructing and 

diminishing key characteristics, the council considers it is necessary to proactively deal with 
the issue through the use of appropriate policy tools and mechanisms. 
 

3.3 In April 2015 the council took the opportunity to develop an Enforcement Charter and 
Strategy to deal with issues specific to Belfast, replacing the DoE Enforcement Strategy.  This 
was brought to the Planning Committee in June 2015, and the issue of estate agent LBs in 
the Queen’s University area, primarily the Holylands and Stranmillis areas, was raised by 
committee members.  The scope within legislation to remove deemed consent was fully 
discussed, and members instructed council officers to formally submit a Regulation 6 
Direction request to DfI. 

 
3.4 The council adopted a phased project approach to deal with the issue in an appropriate, 

proportionate and sustainable manner.  Further updates were provided to the Planning 
Committee in July 2016, with members then endorsing subsequent stages. 

 

Phase 1 Informal letters were sent in November 2015 (see Appendix 2) to all 
known estate agents within the Direction Area; serving both as a reminder 
of current planning legislation, including deemed consent of LBs, and 
identifying those that were in breach.  The preferred outcome was 
voluntary compliance whereby agents would remove LBs without the 
need for formal enforcement action; however, it had little to no impact 
and as further demonstrated in section 6, numbers continuously rose in 
the periods thereafter. 

Informal 
contact 

  

Phase 2 Taking a more spatially targeted approach, robust surveys were conducted 
three times across 2015-2016, utilising both desk-based research and on-
the-ground surveying.  Previous data points were captured through 
Google Street view for 2013-2014, and additional photographic surveys 
have since been undertaken in 2019 to supplement the submission of this 
report.  These surveys allowed for historical and spatial comparisons, 
further strengthening the scope of the study and providing a robust 
evidence base to support any recommendations made. 

Survey 

  

Phase 3 Public consultation was also undertaken with all relevant stakeholders in 
November 2016.  Residents, landlords and estate agents were all given an 
opportunity to voice their opinions on the causes, effects and solutions to 
the problems via questionnaires and stakeholder events. 

Public 
consultation 
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4. Legislation & policy context 
 

The Planning (Control of Advertisements) Regulations (Northern Ireland) 2015 
 
4.1 The display of advertisements is controlled by The Planning (Control of Advertisements) 

Regulations (Northern Ireland) 2015.  Subject to a number of regulations, the legislation 
allows LBs to be displayed on a property which they are advertising through “deemed 
consent” within Class 3 (1) specified in Part 1 of Schedule 3. 
 

4.2 Regulation 6 ‘Directions restricting Deemed Consent’ of ‘Part 2 Deemed Consent’ identifies 
the stages required to remove deemed consent for a particular site.  Regulation 7 
‘Discontinuance of Deemed Consent’ then details the impact that advertisements must have 
on a particular area in order to discontinue deemed consent in the area: 

 
(1) If it appears to the council that to remedy a substantial injury to the amenity of the 

locality or a danger to public safety- 
 

(a) The display of a particular advertisement for which there is deemed consent 
should be discontinued; or  

(b) The use of a particular site for the display of advertisements for which there is 
deemed consent should be discontinued or that any conditions should be 
imposed on the continuance of a use of the site- 

 
The council may by order require the discontinuance of that consent or use within such 
time as may be specified in the order, or impose such conditions as may be so specified 
on the continuance of the use, as the case may be. 

 
PPS17:  Control of Outdoor Advertisements 
 

4.3 Paragraph 3.1 details the policy objectives of the document, including: 
 

• Ensure that outdoor advertisements respect amenity and do not prejudice public 
safety, including road safety; and 

• Help everyone involved in the display of outdoor advertisements to contribute 
positively to the appearance of a well-cared for and attractive environment in our 
cities, towns, villages and the countryside. 

 
4.4 Neither of these objectives are currently met, in that LBs have a direct and detrimental 

impact on both amenity and the appearance of the Direction Area. 
 

PPS6:  Planning, Archaeology & the Built Heritage 
 
4.5 Paragraph 2.18 states that CAs are ‘areas of special architectural or historic interest, the 

character or appearance of which it is desirable to preserve or enhance’, whilst paragraph 
2.21 states that ATCs ‘exhibit a distinct character normally based on their historic built form 
or layout’.  
 

4.6 As each individual area is designated as either a CA or an ATC, this increases the importance 
of finding a suitable solution to protect their character and appearance. 
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5. Area context 
 

Area of proposed control 
 
5.1 The proposed Direction Area is located within the university area Belfast and consists of six 

sub-areas.  Each was chosen based on its unique character and appearance, for which it has 
been given special designation status.   
 

5.2 Additionally, a large proportion of the properties in these areas are part of the rental 
market2 which makes the problem of uncontrolled LBs more prominent.  The high level of 
rental accommodation can be affiliated with the close spatial proximity to Queen’s 
University of Belfast (QUB) and its student population; the QUB campus is situated in the 
Queens CA, which is central within the proposed Direction Area. 
 

5.3 In the absence of alternative action being taken, the high number of LBs within the Direction 
Area are likely to continue having adverse and sustained impacts on visual amenity and 
character. 
 

5.4 The six sub-areas within the Direction Area are identified below and are then individually 
appraised on key characteristics and features. 

 

• Holyland Area of Townscape Character, 

• Stranmillis Village Area of Townscape Character, 

• Malone Conservation Sub- Area B: Eglantine/Wellesley/Wellington, 

• Botanic Avenue Area of Townscape Character, 

• Queens Conservation Area; and 

• Rugby Road Area of Townscape Character. 
 

 
2 http://www.belfastcity.gov.uk/buildingcontrol-environment/Planning/student-accommodation.aspx 

 

http://www.belfastcity.gov.uk/buildingcontrol-environment/Planning/student-accommodation.aspx
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Holyland Area of Townscape Character 
 

  
 

Image 3: Holyland ATC boundary 
 

5.5 Located on the edge of the city centre and enclosed by the River Lagan and Ormeau Road, 
the Holyland ATC exhibits a distinct hierarchy of place principle, with wider streets densely 
populated by regimented rows of tightly‐packed residential Victorian terraces of two and 
three storeys.  Taller, grander terraces run east-west with narrower streets containing 
terraces of lesser scale and embellishment running north-south.  This is often further 
emphasised with the presence of trees on the wider streets. 

 
5.6 Due to the composition, size and location of the buildings, the properties within this area 

tend to be undesirable for larger families, and so they are predominantly occupied by groups 
of university students sharing private rented accommodation, with a high proportion of 
HMOs. 
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Key characteristics 
 

• Uniformity of two and three storey terraced housing, 

• Narrow building frontages increase the density of properties, 

• Street layout and design provide clear sightlines, 

• Established tree-lined streetscape on wider east-west running streets,  

• Narrower north-south running streets, with limited roadside vegetation or 
properties hard to the pavement edge, with an urban grain that presents a 
heightened sense of enclosure and narrower vista, 

• Some properties have maintained original features such as plinth walls and original 
wrought iron railings, 

• Bay windows, dormers and chimneys to ridges of roofs set up distinctive, 
architectural rhythms to streetscapes,  

• The Christian Science Church is a landmark building on the corner of University 
Avenue and Rugby Road. 

 

   
 

Image 4a, 4b & 4c: Examples of LBs in Holyland ATC 
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Stranmillis Village Area of Townscape Character  
 

 
 

Image 5: Stranmillis ATC boundary 
 

5.7 A late Victorian and Edwardian residential suburb which developed around the university, 
with a small section of later inter-war housing.  The majority of streets run west to east off 
the busy, mainly commercialised thoroughfare of Stranmillis Road which evokes a village 
type atmosphere.  Side streets have a much quieter ambience by comparison, whilst the fall 
of topography to the east contributes to interesting views framed by the broken silhouetted 
roofscape of terraces stepping down the slope.  The area is bordered by the grounds of the 
QUB Physical Education Centre / Botanic Gardens to the east which forms a soft edge to the 
area, and the wall of Friars Bush Graveyard forming an historic edge to the north. 
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Key characteristics 
 

• Important views into and out of the area due to the rising and falling topography, 

• Street vistas are often enclosed by terraces, giving a cohesive, visually enclosed feel, 
with additional enclosed vistas occurring through alleyways to the rear of terraces, 

• Properties have the unifying characteristic of small front enclosures, although some 
streets are hard to pavement edge with limited roadside vegetation, 

• The original quality of the streetscape including rhythm and visual amenity of the area 
has largely been maintained; original sash windows have been retained in numerous 
properties, original tiled street name plates and granite kerbstones also remain in 
some places, 

• Softer, green edges bordering the built-up area enhance its existence as a discrete and 
distinct area of townscape within the wider suburbs of Belfast, enhancing and 
highlighting the channelled street views, 

• While there remains an established owner occupied population, particularly in the 
south section, in recent years there has been a marked increase in the percentage of 
student population migrating into the area, with much of the terraced housing to the 
west being converted to HMO use.   

 

 

 
 

Image 6a & 6b: Examples of LBs in Stranmillis ATC 
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Malone Conservation Sub-Area B 
  

 
 

Image 7: Malone Conservation Sub-Area B boundary 
 
5.8 Comprised of predominantly residential townscapes abutting Queen’s CA, street patterns 

are based foremost on a rational layout of the road system, with four parallel thoroughfares 
running east-west between the primary routes of Lisburn Road and Malone Road.  The 
overwhelming character throughout the locality is one of nineteenth century suburban 
housing, originally constructed for an affluent professional and business class.  Whilst the 
vast majority of original buildings were for residential use, a number of these now 
incorporate commercial uses including guest house, day nursery, offices, religious centre and 
charity office. 
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Key characteristics 
 

• Predominantly Victorian residential developments, generally in terrace formations, 

• The built environment conveys a general appearance of relatively high density due 
primarily to the long lengths of terraces flanking the thoroughfares, however this is 
lessened in areas through spatial attributes including larger widths of the public 
realm and the presence of front gardens, 

• A sloping topography helps create visual interest along each of the straight 
thoroughfares, particularly in Eglantine Avenue and Malone Avenue where the rise 
and fall of the terrain provides continually changing views,  

• Views into the area from the Malone Road and Lisburn Road are channelled by the 
straightness, length and width of the four portions of public realm enclosed along 
each side by tall, historic properties, 

• The virtual grid configuration affords the built environment a degree of visual and 
physical permeability, 

• While the vast majority of properties are Victorian red clay brick terraced housing, 
there are also several Arts and Crafts / Queen Anne Revival terraced housing blocks 
with brick detailing used to decorate the brick facades, 

• With its close location to the university campus and its associated medical buildings, 
the residential properties are largely inhibited by an HMO student population. 

 

 

 
 

Image 8a, 8b & 8c: Examples of LBs in Malone Conservation Sub-Area B 
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Botanic Avenue Area of Townscape Character 
 

  
 

Image 9: Botanic Avenue ATC boundary 
 
5.9 Located at the southern edge of the city centre, the Botanic Avenue ATC borders the 

Queen’s CA and the Holylands ATC.  The area is densely populated by regimented rows of 
tightly packed residential terraces and limited roadside vegetation.  The central location of 
the area has resulted in a high demand for rented residential accommodation, however, 
with the lack of open green space and as many of the properties tend to be unsuitable for 
larger family occupancy, a large number have been converted to HMO usage and are 
occupied by students and transient occupants.  The area includes Botanic Avenue, a main 
thoroughfare of primarily ground floor retail and hot food premises which facilitates and 
attracts the student population. 
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Key characteristics 
 

• Distinctive Victorian terraced streets with a cohesive use of red clay brick, 

• Short channelled street views with narrow building plots, 

• Street layout and design provide clear sightlines resulting in prominent placing of 
LBs, which clearly detract from the uniformity of the terraced streets architecture, 

• Very little urban landscaping with only a few isolated trees on the edge of Wolseley 
Street pavements, 

• With most streets being hard to the pavement edge and no roadside vegetation, this 
highlights the homogenous rhythm and hard urban grain of the streetscape, 

• High density of HMOs throughout the area, which has also resulted in increased car-
parking pressures with further, detrimental impact upon visual amenity as a 
consequence. 

 

 

 

 
 

Image 10a, 10b & 10c: Examples of LBs in Botanic ATC 
 

  



Context 

26 
 

Queens Conservation Area 
 

  
 

Image 11: Queens’s CA boundary 
 
5.10 Located south of Belfast City Centre, the Queen’s CA offers some of the closest private 

rented accommodation to the Queen’s University campus.  The area retains a strong flavour 
of its original identity, ambience and character with outstanding buildings of architectural 
merit and historical significance.  The centrepiece is dominated by the university campus and 
its numerous administrative and academic buildings.  Botanic Gardens, which makes up 
almost a third of the area, is also home to the Palm House; (building of European 
significance) and the Ulster Museum. 
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Key characteristics 
 

• Other than large ecclesiastical and academic institutions, the majority of buildings 
exhibit a domestic scale and character with two and three storey buildings, 

• Most of the domestic Victorian architecture has a marked vertical emphasis which 
embodies rhythms and visual interest, with a solid to void ratio weighted in favour of 
solid, 

• Many of the large Victorian houses are no longer considered practical as family 
homes, with a high number of conversions to HMO, office and educational uses, 

• Residential properties are largely inhabited by a student population, 

• Demand for office, flat, retail and serviced accommodation is at such a high level 
that traffic movements associated with these uses have led to considerable parking 
congestion, adding to pressures on the visual and general amenity of the area,   

• Multiple green spaces and front plots of properties have been removed in response 
to increase car parking capacity, which has had a further detrimental impact upon 
visual amenity. 

 

 
 

Image 12: Examples of LBs in Queen’s CA 
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Rugby Road Area of Townscape Character 
 

 
  

Image 13: Rugby Road ATC boundary 
 
5.11 A high-quality example of Victorian residential townscape.  Rugby Road forms the spine, 

running south-north, kinking at the junction with College Park and College Park Avenue. 
 
5.12 The architectural character of the area is comprised mainly of terraces with a variety of 

designs and motifs, however a few semi-detached and detached properties exist on Rugby 
Road which has resulted in a wider demographic mix in the area, and retained a higher rate 
of owner occupied properties in comparison to surrounding areas. 
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Key characteristics 
 

• Distinct rhythm to street scenes set by vertical emphasis to the terraces, through 
window and door openings, occasional canted bay windows and chimneys, 

• Large numbers of properties retain original timber sliding sash windows and doors, 
whilst those with original brass door knockers add a high level of detail that 
contributes greatly to character and aesthetic quality, 

• Trees, shrubs and green space make a high contribution to character and sense of 
place, 

• The presence of mature lime and other more recently planted specimen street trees 
narrow the vista along Rugby Road, increasing a sense of enclosure, imparting a 
feeling of dynamic movement, 

• The vast majority of properties have small to medium-sized front plots of 
greenspace, garden boundaries and shrubs which visually soften the area, 

• Character and visual amenity are of a higher quality than surrounding areas with 
wider streets, properties set back off the roadside and a lower density of building 
plots.  

 

 
 

Image 14a & 14b: Examples of LBs in Rugby Road ATC 
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6. Methodology  
 

Study scope 
 
6.1 To ensure that the recommendations of this study are both effective and feasible, a mixed 

method and evidence-based approach was taken to gather data.  Both qualitative and 
quantitative data were extracted from a range of stakeholders to widen the study’s scope 
and strength. 

 
Justification of study area 

 
6.2 Initially it was essential to ensure the spatial perimeter of the Direction Area was defined.  It 

was clear that the local university, Queen’s University of Belfast, had a catalytic effect on the 
issue of uncontrolled Lbs in the South Belfast area through multiple HMOs catering for the 
student population, which in turn encourages higher turnover of household populations.  On 
a macro level, it was decided that the Direction Area should concentrate on the region 
around the university where the highest number of boards were immediately evident.  On a 
micro level the study zone selection was based on the six individual sub-areas; all of which 
benefit from CA or ATC designation. 

 
Gathering primary data 
 

6.3 Comprehensive area surveys were conducted three times across 2015-2016 to identify the 
quantity and location of LBs within five of the six sub-areas, which recorded the number of 
estate agent boards at each property and also the name of the estate agency where visible.  
Rugby Road ATC was not included in the area surveys however due to its geographical 
location and being enclosed by the Queen’s CA and Holyland ATC, it was felt prudent to 
include this within the Direction Area.  These surveys were further supplemented by Google 
Street View to obtain historical data points for 2013 and 2014, and additional photographic 
surveys undertaken in 2019 demonstrated that the numbers of LBs in each area continues to 
cause harm to character and amenity.  Full details are included in Appendices 9-13.   
 

6.4 The evidence obtained from the area surveys immediately clarifies the increase in signage 
over the past number of years, and highlights that both enforcement and informal action has 
been unsuccessful in changing the behaviour of advertisers.  The numbers of LBs recorded 
within the sub-areas are set out below, with spatial maps on the following pages.  
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2013 2014 2015 Feb 2016 July 2016 

Holyland ATC 82 347 283 287 340 

Stranmillis Village ATC 72 129 176 221 201 

Malone CA Sub-area B 42 91 110 145 116 

Botanic Avenue ATC 29 90 90 97 97 

Queen’s CA 23 19 16 20 10 

Total 248 676 675 770 764 

 
Table 1:  Survey results 

 

 
 

Figure 1:  Survey results 
 

6.5 As visually demonstrated above, the number of LBs has continued to rise in the majority of 
the areas over recent years, with the Holylands and Stranmillis areas the most prolific.  From 
2013 to July 2016 there has been an overall increase of some 200% in the total number of 
LBs; an unsustainable trend that continues to threaten the amenity and character of each 
sub-area.  Images 15 – 19 on the following pages provide a spatial reflection of how the issue 
has evolved over recent years within each sub-area. 
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Image 15: Holyland ATC survey results 
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Image 16: Stranmillis ATC survey results 
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Image 17: Malone Conservation Sub-Area B survey results 
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Image 18: Botanic ATC survey results 
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Image 19: Queen’s CA survey results 
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6.6 A recent photographic survey in December 2019 demonstrated that the presence of LBs 
continues to significantly harm the character and appearance of each sub-area; examples 
are given below. 
 

  
 

Image 20a & 20b:  Riverview Street & Sandhurst Gardens, Stranmillis ATC 
 

  
 

Image 21a & 21b:  Mandela Street & Fitzroy Avenue, Holylands ATC 



Evidence base 

39 
 

  
 

Image 22a & 22b:  Cromwell Road & Elbana Street, Botanic ATC 
 

  
 

Image 23a & 23b:  Malone Avenue & Wellesley Avenue, Malone Conservation Sub-Area B 
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Public engagement 
 

6.7 Building on the preliminary statistics, the council undertook direct public engagement to add 
a qualitative dimension, which consisted of: 
 

• Leaflets delivered to every household within Direction Area, 

• Questionnaires (online and hard copy) for residents, landlords and estate agents; and 

• Public consultation events. 
 

6.8 To ensure comprehensive awareness of the events, leaflet drops were undertaken with 
questionnaires and full details of the consultation events were included, with an estimated 
4000-4500 pamphlets delivered by hand.  Email invitations were sent to all Belfast-based 
estate agents and the Landlord Association, whilst the events were also publicised in the 
local press.  Full details can be found in Appendices 4 and 5. 
 

6.9 Where stakeholders responded to confirm they were unable to undertake the online survey 
or attend the consultation events, paper copies of the questionnaires were made available.  
Additional efforts were also undertaken by the Northern Ireland Housing Executive, who 
contacted landlords by letter on 11th November 2016 to make them aware of the 
consultation exercise (Appendix 7b), and the Landlord Association NI through their webpage 
on 5th December 2016 (Appendix 7c). 

 
Questionnaires 

 
6.10 In total the council received 243 responses to the questionnaire consultation, ‘To Let Boards- 

Finding a better solution’.  These can be broken down into the three stakeholder categories 
with 24 estate agent responses, 43 landlord and 176 resident responses, as outlined in 
Figure 2 below.  Specific questions were tailored for each stakeholder group, which can be 
viewed in full in Appendix 6. 
 

 
Figure 2:  Breakdown by stakeholder response 
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6.11 Of the Estate Agent responses, 
 

• 87.5% dealt with both rentals and sales, 

• 12.5% dealt specifically with the rental market, 

• 56.5% operated with both residential and commercial customers, 

• 43.5% operated solely within the residential market, 

• 79% of the estate agents who responded to our consultation regularly rent 
accommodation to students (detailed in Figure 3 below). 
 

 
Figure 3:  Regularly rent accommodation to students 

 
6.12 The most popular methods of advertising properties were website promotion/property sites, 

and LBs on properties (shown in Figure 4 below).  It was noted that whilst estate agents 
reflected a small portion of the responses, the attendance at the stakeholder event was 
significantly higher. 

 

 
Figure 4:  Promotional methods 

 
6.13 Responses from landlords indicated that the majority advertise independently rather than 

through an agent (Figure 5), and as such their reliance and use of LBs should be taken into 
consideration when making any recommendations. 
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Figure 5:  Promotional mechanism 

 
6.14 From the residential stakeholder responses, it was clear there was a diversity in the 

composition of population statistics.  The results in relation to employment showed a variety 
of current status (Figure 6).   The numbers in a household were also mixed but showed a 
slight dominance of two person households (Figure 7). 
 

 
 

Figure 6:  Employment status    Figure 7:  Household numbers 
 

6.15 Household tenure was largely split across ‘owned outright’, ‘owned with a mortgage’ and 
‘private rented’ (Figure 8), again showing a diverse population in the area who are not all 
necessarily transient residents but in fact include permanent residents who have invested in 
the area as a long-term abode.  It was noted that permanent long-term residents tended to 
be more likely to respond as they have a vested interest in the area, whereas student 
response numbers were notably lower, which may be a direct result of the temporary nature 
of accommodation, which was evident in the results of tenure type.  
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Figure 8:  Housing tenure   Figure 9:  Accommodation search methods 
 

6.16 Finally, residents of the area stated that when searching for new accommodation, the main 
method adopted is internet-based, followed by word of mouth (Figure 9 above). 
 
Consultation events   
 

6.17 Two free to attend events were held on Tuesday 29th November 2016 in Belfast City Hall.  
Whilst stakeholders were welcome to attend either session, the first was designed to 
accommodate estate agents and landlords, of which some 25 attended.  The second was 
aimed more specifically at residents, of which some 10 attended (some of whom 
represented various residents’ groups).  A copy of the presentations given at both events are 
provided in Appendix 5. 

 
6.18 Stakeholders were provided with the background to the consultation, following which 

potential options for action were discussed through roundtable format and feedback 
session.  A general overview of recurring comments is set out in the tables below. 

 

Current System 

Pros Cons 

• Generates business 

• Free advertising 

• Visible geographic marker 

• Advertises smaller agents 

• None for residents 

• Too many signs on display 

• Visually unattractive 

• Transient population 
impression 

• Burden to enforce 

 
Table 2:  Feedback on current system 
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Total Ban 

Pros Cons 

• Addresses complaints 

• More straightforward 

• Improve visual amenity 

• Attract variety of tenants 

• More people searching online 
lack of signage less of an 
impact 

• Too much too soon 

• Discriminates against small 
landlords who cannot 
advertise online 

• Lead to other forms of 
advertising 

 
Table 3:  Feedback on total ban option 

 

Restricted signage 

Pros Cons 

• Better than a blanket ban 

• Promotes a level playing field 

• Helps locate property 

• Stops large agent 
proliferation 

• Vast improvement 

• Could impact building fabric 

• Too restrictive 

• Need concrete guidance 

• Cost of changing bans 

• Timescales could still be a 
problem 

 
Table 4:  Feedback on restricted signage option 

 
Results 

 
6.19 From the public consultation as a whole, 81% of all respondents expressed concern about 

the number of LBs in the Direction Area, with the extent of negative effects summarised as 
follows: 

 

• 86% agreed it was harmful to the character and appearance of the area, 

• 82% agreed it was making the area less desirable, 

• 78% agreed it attracted vandalism and burglaries (through appearance of empty 
properties); and 

• 85% agreed it gives the impression that only students live in these areas. 
 

6.20 Turning to the role of LBs in the Direction Area, the overall public perception was that the 
use of LBs is vastly unjustified as a means of advertising and does not actually help in letting 
property.  Whilst over 50% of landlords agreed that LBs allow unjustified advertising, they 
did however feel that that they aid the property letting process. 

 
6.21 In relation to respondents’ support for the council proposing a form of additional control 

over letting boards, 86% of respondents were in favour of introducing new regulations, 
shown in Figure 10.  When those statistics are broken down into respondent subcategories, 
the support for additional control reflected 95.5% of residents, 69.8% of landlords and 
41.7% of estate agents.    

 



Evidence base 

45 
 

 
Figure 10:  Support for taking action 

 
6.22 When asked whether such additional control should constitute a complete ban of LBs in the 

Direction Area or tighter restrictions on their display, the majority of respondents (144) 
preferred a blanket ban, with 76 opting for tighter restrictions.  The remaining respondents 
did not agree with either option as shown in Figure 11 below.   

 
Figure 11:  Support for policy options 

 
6.23 The breakdown of support by stakeholder group is shown in table 5, and as can be seen 

there is a clear divergence between residents and estate agents, illustrating a difference in 
interest and perception of not only the problems associated with LBs, but also the options to 
address them. 
 

Support for proposed control measures (%) 

 Complete Ban Restricted Signage Total 

Resident 67.6 23.2 90.8 

Landlord 30.2 34.9 65.1 

Estate Agent 16.7 12.5 29.2 

 
Table 5:  Option support breakdown 

 
6.24 Further questions were also asked in relation to the option for tighter controls in an attempt 

to decipher which types of control may be more effective.  As seen in Figure 12 below the 
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majority of individuals preferred a time restriction for the display of LBs, after which the 
options of flush signage and smaller size of signage were clearly comparable. 

 

 
Figure 12:  Restriction options 

 
Spatial cross comparison of secondary data 

 
6.25 In addition to the above a literature review and study of secondary data was collated on 

attempts to control LBs elsewhere in differing spatial locations in the UK.  The cases of 
Newcastle and Cardiff City Councils were used to assess the benefits, strengths and 
weaknesses that such a scheme can have, whilst also assisting to build knowledge and learn 
retrospective lessons.  Both councils have in recent years identified the need for, and 
subsequently implemented, additional controls to mitigate the impact of LBs on visual 
amenity and character.   
 

6.26 Images 24 and 25 show before and after examples of Llanbleddian Gardens in Cardiff 
between 2008 and 2018, which clearly demonstrate the successful application of a total ban 
on LBs, and the positive impact this has subsequently had on the character and appearance 
of the streetscape. 

 

 
 

Image 24a & 24b:  Before (2008) & after (2018); 
Llanbleddian Gardens (north-west), Cardiff  
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Image 25a & 25b:  Before (2012) & after (2018); 
Llanbleddian Gardens (south-east), Cardiff  

 
6.27 Further details of both Cardiff and Newcastle were included in the public consultation event 

presentation, which can be found in Appendix 5. 
 

Summary 
 
6.28 It is clear from the qualitative and quantitative data gathered that there is a conflict between 

the views and preferences of residents, estate agents and landlords.  
 

6.29 Whilst residents want a clear, decisive and controlled response from the council, estate 
agents are concerned that it may result in a commercial disadvantage with economic 
ramifications.  
 

6.30 Nonetheless, as the business of estate agents has changed to be more increasingly 
dominated by the internet, the relevance of physical signage comes into question and must 
be weighed against the public interest.  

 
6.31 It was notable that there were a number of estate agents and landlords who agreed with 

residents that a total ban would be preferable to the restricted signage and would improve 
the visual amenity of the areas. 
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7. Policy options 
 

Current position 
 
7.1 The council is aware that taking no action would result in no change to the current 

procedure of enforcement.  Advertising properties as ‘To Let’ would continue within the 
criteria as outlined in the Planning (Control of Advertisements) Regulations (Northern 
Ireland) 2015 Schedule 3 Part 1 Class 3 (1); Miscellaneous temporary advertisements.  As 
noted previously however it is clear that current regulations have become untenable within 
the Direction Area; in that the proliferation and volume of LBs, combined with the difficulty 
to enforce and prosecute such high numbers, results in significant, detrimental harm to 
visual amenity and character.   
 

7.2 The council is satisfied therefore that proactive action is required to rectify the issue, and for 
these reasons two policy options were considered through the consultation process: 

 

• Option A:  Total ban 

• Option B:  Restricted signage 
 

7.3 The council notes however that Regulation 6 (5) (c) permits the Department to vary the 
proposal should it see fit. 

 
Belfast City Council Planning Committee, March 2017 

 
7.4 In presenting the findings to the Planning Committee in March 2017, the council gave full 

regard to all responses from the public engagement in addition to a number of other 
relevant factors, including the views of the council’s conservation officer. 
 

7.5 Whilst officers initially recommended the endorsement of Option B (Restricted Signage), 
committee members strongly agreed that Option A (complete ban) should be recommended 
to the Department, for the reasons that it would offer: 

 

• A clear and definitive solution, 

• An immediate improvement in appearance of areas, 

• A reduced burden on resources required to enforce; and 

• A clear and transparent policy position for stakeholders, that is simple to understand 
with no complex rules 

 
7.6 Members did not consider Option B (Restricted Signage) sufficient to fully address the 

problem and could prove costly in terms of time and resources to implement and enforce.  
Similar restrictions in cities such as Cardiff permit up to three signs per agent/landlord per 
street which could theoretically still allow LBs to be erected on almost every house in smaller 
streets.  There is also great difficulty in proving or investigating whether a particular landlord 
does indeed have individual rooms to rent in a particular property. 
 

7.7 Notably both Queen’s University Belfast and the Historic Environment Division of the 
Department for Communities endorsed a complete ban as the most appropriate solution 
(see Appendix 8 for letters of support). 
 

7.8 In applying a total ban, estate agents and landlords would not be permitted to display any 
form of advertisement relating to the letting of the property on the front façade or within 
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the external property boundary.  The ban would relate solely to the letting of residential 
properties; and would not impact advertising the sale of properties or commercial property 
letting. 

 
7.9 A total ban would deal directly with the issue in a tightly controlled manner by clearly 

stipulating the policy for the area.  It would proactively protect the Direction Area from any 
future breaches of planning control that would require further enforcement action, and thus 
greatly reduce current pressure and strain on resources.  It would give an immediate visual 
improvement, and was clearly preferred by residents, especially those who have lived there 
long-term.  University cities elsewhere in the UK such as Newcastle and Cardiff have 
successfully implemented similar bans, with clear positive and effective results.  Conversely 
it may present challenges for estate agents and landlords who would need to rely solely on 
alternative advertising. 
 
Implementation 
 

7.10 It is recognised that a complete ban requires a robust enforcement strategy for dealing with 
breaches if and when such a ban is in force.  This is discussed in the Frequently Asked 
Questions in Appendix 15 and will be formalised as an addendum to the current 
Enforcement Customer Charter3; which will highlight the role of the council in informing 
stakeholders of the new direction, and how breaches would be enforced.  Initially this will 
propose that any one agent or landlord will be given the chance to remove a sign; following 
which if it is not removed within the required timeframe, or, where the same agent or 
landlord breaches the direction again; the council will take appropriate enforcement action. 

 
7.11 The council recognises that a gap in regulation could be exploited. Under Class 10 

‘Advertisements inside buildings’, Schedule 3, Part 1, of The Planning (Control of 
Advertisements) Regulations (Northern Ireland) 2015 a loophole exists that would allow 
unrestricted signage behind property windows, and so any action through either ban or 
restricted signage could result in a proliferation of window signage.  Nonetheless such a 
scenario would not, by its nature, carry the same risk to visual amenity or character as 
physical boards attached to individual properties. 

 
Market impact 

 
7.12 Implementing a total ban would not include residential sales, or the letting of commercial 

properties.  Commercial properties would continue to benefit from deemed consent within 
the criteria as outlined in the Planning (Control of Advertisements) Regulations (Northern 
Ireland) 2015 Schedule 3 Part 1 Class 3 (1); Miscellaneous temporary advertisements. 

 
 
  

 
3 http://www.belfastcity.gov.uk/buildingcontrol-environment/Planning/belfastplanningservice.aspx  

http://www.belfastcity.gov.uk/buildingcontrol-environment/Planning/belfastplanningservice.aspx
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8. Formal request 
 
8.1 The council has undertaken a thorough and methodical study to back the assertion that the 

removal of deemed consent for LBs in these areas is both necessary and appropriate in that 
they cause substantial injury to the amenity of the locality.  This included an informed 
consideration of all material considerations and stakeholder feedback. 
 

8.2 The council formally requests that DfI supports the request under Part 2, Regulation 6 of The 
Planning (Control of Advertisements) Regulations (Northern Ireland) 2015; for a restriction 
of deemed consent, by way of a complete ban4 within the identified Direction Area, for an 
initial period of 10 years.  
 

8.3 Having regard to the necessity for consultation to be undertaken by DfI, the council remains 
available should any assistance or additional information be required. 

 

 
4 Total ban – defined as complete removal of deemed consent for advertisements granted under 

Schedule 3, Part 1, Class 3 of the Planning (Control Of Advertisements) Regulations (NI) 2015 related 

to letting residential properties only (and not those related to agricultural, industrial or commercial 

use, nor for sale signs), which thereafter may only be displayed if express consent has been granted 

under Regulation 8 of said regulations.  Under Regulation 9(5) of The Planning (Fees) Regulations 

(Northern Ireland) 2015 no fee will be payable in respect of such an application for expressed 

consent occasioned by this Regulation 6 Direction.   
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