Villagers battle to save Llanharry’s last pub amid plans for shop conversion
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In the small village of Llanharry, South Wales, tensions are simmering following the controversial decision that allows the only pub in the area, the Fox and Hounds, to be converted into a shop instead of being repurposed for housing. The landlord, Drew Donaldson, has been cast in a negative light by some residents, with one referring to him as the "anti-Christ" of the community. This moniker reflects deep frustrations that emerged during a heated planning process, following the pub's closure in early 2024 due to financial difficulties.
The closure of the Fox and Hounds has prompted significant backlash from the local populace, who view it as detrimental to village life. Before its closure, Donaldson had issued a stark warning, suggesting that the community needed to "use it or lose it," indicating that dwindling patronage alongside rising operational costs had left him with no viable option. His earlier plan to convert the pub into residential housing faced staunch opposition, with locals united against the proposal as they fought to maintain the community hub. Despite their initial success in blocking that move, they now find themselves grappling with the reality of an impending shop in its place.
Community spirits were high initially, culminating in protests where over a hundred villagers gathered for the “Save the Fox” campaign. But their attempts to sway the planning committee fell short, as they were ultimately outvoted. Local councillor Barry Stephens has weighed in by suggesting that villagers should have shown more support during the pub's operational days, questioning the sincerity of the protestors. He remarked, “The Donaldsons worked very hard to try and keep the business running,” emphasising the challenges faced by rural pubs that provide essential services like food and family activities.
Supporters of the pub's preservation argue that its closure represents a significant loss to the social fabric of Llanharry. Eifion Edwards, a community member involved in the campaign, has been pivotal in gathering support and highlighting the pub's importance as a gathering place. He pointed out that a pub serves as more than just a drinks establishment; it acts as a vital meeting point for locals, fostering both economic and social transactions. According to local government policy, protecting village pubs is critical to retaining community identity, particularly in rural areas such as Llanharry.
The narrative surrounding the Fox and Hounds is not unique; it mirrors a growing trend across the UK where many rural pubs face the threat of closure and conversion amid economic pressures. Other communities have experienced similar battles, with organisations and residents rallying together to prevent local pubs from disappearing. For instance, in Great Wolford, Warwickshire, campaigners have raised significant funds to challenge planning decisions affecting their last pub, emphasizing the need for community ownership and management as viable solutions to the challenges faced.
Donaldson’s justification for closing the Fox and Hounds echoes a broader reality where many rural pubs struggle to attract sufficient patronage to remain viable. He recalled hosting events that attracted minimal attendance, rendering the business unsustainable. As community advocacy grows, some locals are inspired by successful cases elsewhere, dreaming of a future where the Fox and Hounds could once again thrive under community ownership.
While Donaldson’s plans for the shop may be moving ahead, the fight to retain the essence of Llanharry’s social life is far from over. Villagers are determined to explore the avenues available to either reclaim the pub as a community asset or ensure that its successor retains the spirit of togetherness that the Fox and Hounds once offered. In the face of change, the fate of the pub stands as a poignant reminder of the complexities involved in preserving community identity in the modern economic landscape.
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