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Mental illness presents significant increase affecting a quarter of the population. Yet, 

institutions are still responsible for containing the risk associated with dangerousness, 

preventing mentally ill people from having integrated lives in the community. Existing 

planning legislation might contribute to this. A potential mechanism is the requirement 

for non-residential use of land for mental health accommodation and their subsequent 

characterization as ‘special buildings’. This might lead mentally ill people living 

prolonged periods either in non-residential buildings whilst normal residences or 

residential complexes being considered non-compliant to licencing requirements. This 

contradicts the principles of Social Psychiatry and ignores WHO directions. However, 

change of mental health accommodation planning and licensing legislation could be 

more enabling for people’s social integration. The paper explores the planning 

legislation of a country with an extensive network of community-based mental health 



facilities and the consequences of planning legislation to the actual integration of its 

mentally ill people. It then focuses on how alterations on the change of use legislation 

for accommodation for mental health affected the national integration outcome. 

The research was top down, led by the European Commission and the Ministry of 

Health. The sample comprised 112 out of 116 community-based facilities. The research 

highlighted those elements in the existing planning legislation that favored segregated 

(geographically or spatially) institutions. The uses of land framework promoted the 

development of mental health accommodation in buildings designed for other 

purposes (i.e., industrial, logistics or offices) or in segregated areas. The research 

identified planning legislation as a key disabler of social inclusion. Then, alternatives 

were tested, including the redefinition of uses. This change initially generated functional 

complications. The condition of altering uses alone, proved inadequate. Then, the 

introduction of new design guidelines acted as quality control mechanism. A set of fit-

for-purpose-guidelines incorporated in national legislation. 
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