Villagers lose fight to save Llanharry’s last pub as Fox and Hounds set to become shop
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Villagers in Llanharry, South Wales, are expressing outrage following a planning decision allowing the transformation of their only pub, the Fox and Hounds, into a shop. The landlord, Drew Donaldson, had previously issued a stark "use it or lose it" ultimatum before he closed the pub in December 2023, citing financial struggles and declining patronage. This closure not only severed a vital community connection but also ignited a passionate campaign among locals who rallied to keep the pub operational.
Initial proposals from Donaldson to convert the Fox and Hounds into residential housing met substantial pushback from the community. Local residents argued fervently that converting the pub into homes would dismantle the very fabric of village life. Consequently, they celebrated when their objections successfully thwarted the initial plans to change the property’s function to housing. However, the community's hopes of acquiring the establishment for communal management were dashed when Donaldson recently secured permission for a commercial conversion to a shop.
Gathering once again in their village fields, over 100 villagers protested, brandishing a 'Save the Fox' banner. Their demonstration, however, failed to affect the planning committee's decision. Supporting Donaldson, local councillor Barry Stephens suggested that community members bore responsibility for the pub's decline, highlighting the missed opportunities to rally behind the establishment when it was actively trading. "The Donaldsons worked very hard to try and keep the business running," he noted, pointing out investments made to enhance the pub's appeal with additional services such as a chip shop and children's playground.
The tension has drawn notable figures into the fray, including members of the Llanharry community council and local politicians Huw Irranca-Davies and Alex Davies-Jones. They expressed their discontent in a joint letter, underlining that a shop fails to provide the same social capital as a pub and lamenting the loss of the Fox and Hounds’ communal role. As Davies-Jones noted, "We share the disappointment... that this represents another step away from bringing the pub back into use."
Despite the community's collective action—including a Facebook group amassing over 600 members and a petition with 560 signatures—Donaldson’s claims of inadequate support hark back to a sentiment echoed in similar cases across the UK. Similar struggles have played out in other villages, such as Great Wolford, where locals rallied to save their Fox and Hounds from conversion to housing, raising significant funds to challenge planning decisions justified by claims of non-viability. 
The wider context reveals a pattern: rural pubs face continual pressure from rising costs, shifting leisure habits, and urban economic trends. Donaldson, akin to other owners, cited the challenges posed by overheads and dwindling customer numbers, stating, "My costs were going up this whole time. You can't just go on losing money." Yet, his comments underscore a crucial inconsistency; while he decries the lack of patronage, many village residents insist that the support was constrained by the limitations of the pub's operation and his management choices.
Within Llanharry, the legacy of the Fox and Hounds as an asset cannot be overstated. Pubs like these serve as vital meeting spots, where local tradespeople and community members connect, fostering a sense of belonging. As Mike Meredith, a resident for over 60 years, poignantly articulated, a local pub is much more than a venue for drinks; it is foundational to the community’s heartbeat. "A pub isn't just a pub. It’s a meeting place, crucial for the local economy," he reflected.
The Fox and Hounds, listed as an Asset of Community Value, stands as a testament to the villagers' determination. Eifion Edwards, a key figure in the protest, emphasized the pub's potential, insisting that revitalisation could be achieved with fresh management, echoing sentiments held by many in the community. As the ongoing debate about the future of the Fox and Hounds illustrates, the struggle for preservation continues, raising critical questions about what is lost when a community pub transitions to retail—a contemplation that reverberates far beyond the leafy lanes of Llanharry.
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