
BRECKLAND DISTRICT COUNCIL

Report of: Cabinet Member for Growth

To: Local Plan Working Group 03.02.17

Author: Jemma March, Principal Planning Officer

Subject: Local Plan and CIL Viability Assessment

Purpose: The purpose of this report is to advise Members of the content of the Local Plan 
and CIL Viability Assessment.

Recommendation(s): It is recommended that Members consider the content of this report, and agree for 
the Local Plan and CIL Viability Assessment to form part of the Councils evidence base for the Local Plan 
which will be published on the website. It is recommended that Council members consider the findings of 
the Assessment and agree for those findings to inform policies in the Local Plan. 

1.0 Background

1.1 Breckland Council commissioned HDH Planning and Development Ltd to produce the Local Plan 
and Viability Assessment in late 2015. Viability testing is an important part of the Development Plan 
making process. The requirement to assess viability forms part of the National Planning Policy 
Framework (NPPF) is part of the Strategic Housing and Employment Land Availability Assessment 
(HELAA) and is the requirement of the CIL Regulations.

1.2 The assessment is separate to earlier work undertaken in 2013 on a Preliminary Draft 
Charging Schedule for CIL. However, this study provides evidence which enables 
reconsideration of the most appropriate way to secure developer contributions.

1.3 The report was commissioned to consider:

a) the level of affordable housing in terms of the quantum and mix that can be delivered;

b) to consider the balance of contributions sought by developers, including affordable housing, other 
policy requirements and the costs of infrastructure and mitigation;

c) to assess the effect that CIL may have on development viability in the district. 

1.4 An initial version of the study was produced to support the Preferred Directions consultation 
in February 2016. The study has been developed through a process of consultation with the 
development industry and the first consultation session was held on the 29th February 
2016. Due to limited attendance and in line with further work on the Local Plan to form the 
Interim Consultation document, a second consultation event was held on 15th December 
2016. 

1.5 Sessions allowed developers to discuss the key parameters and assumptions used in the 
study, providing a local context for the report. The event on December 15th was well 
attended by the development industry. Following the event the consultation was opened up 
to those who were unable to attend the session between Dec 16th 2016 – Jan 5th 2017. 
Response from the development industry at the presentation session and from the 
consultation did not challenge any of the assumptions used in the study.

1.6 Testing Viability
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1.7 The study followed the methodology outlined in the Harman Guidance which is a widely 
used guidance document for plan making and was supported by the developer industry at 
the first consultation event. The residual value of a development is calculated by assessing 
the gross development value (combined value of the complete development) minus the 
cost of creating the asset, including a profit margin (considering construction cost, fees and 
finance charges). The residual value is the top limit of what a developer could offer for a 
site whilst still making a satisfactory profit margin. The NPPF outlines that viability is a key 
consideration of plan making and that developers should make a competitive return to 
enable development to be deliverable.

1.8 The purpose of the viability study is to quantify the costs of the Council’s various policies on 
development and to assess the effects of these and of CIL and then make a judgement as 
to whether or not land prices are squeezed to such an extent that the Development Plan is 
put at risk or deliverability is threatened.

1.9 The study uses a selection of example sites of different sizes, general locations and 
whether it is a brownfield or greenfield site based on information published in the Council’s 
SHLAA. The study defines the main settlements as: Attleborough, Thetford, Dereham, 
Swaffham and Watton, and the results often differ for these areas due to lower land values. 
A series of models have been formulated to test key assumptions including different levels 
of: affordable housing, mix of affordable housing (e.g. starter homes) environmental 
standards, CIL and S106 contributions for the range of example sites. The modelling has 
also considered different build costs which are forecast to increase over time and price 
change scenarios to reflect changes in the market. 

Key findings of the Local Plan and CIL Viability Assessment

Residential Development

 Viability improves if a higher percentage of the affordable housing provision is made 
up of starter homes.

 Greenfield sites generally are more viable than brownfield sites.
 Medium size sites are more viable than small or large sites
 Slightly lower values in and around Attleborough, Thetford, Dereham, Swaffham 

and Watton have an impact on viability in these areas comparable to the rest of the 
district.

Affordable Housing

1.10 The results of the study highlight the challenges of Breckland’s housing market, which are 
in the lower third across England and Wales. 

1.11 The study tested sites using different affordable housing levels beginning with the current 
policy for 35%. At this level, out of the range of site typologies, only small and medium 
greenfield sites were viable but there is very little scope to seek developer contributions to 
fund infrastructure. The study also tested 25% and 20% affordable housing. At 20% 
affordable housing, most brownfield sites were viable. However, brownfield sites in the 
main settlements could not bear levels of affordable housing identified in the SHMA, which 
at 20% were still not viable. The study does not present an opinion regarding whether such 
sites should be subject to an exception rule in any affordable housing policy.  Officers 
would recommended that based on the findings, further consideration is given to exceptions 
from the district wide affordable housing policy.  

1.12 Having considered viability limitations and the importance of financial contributions for 
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infrastructure, the study recommends a lower target of 20% affordable housing in the Local 
Plan. At this level, many sites have some scope to bear a modest level of developer 
contribution. Above this level, residential development is put at serious risk by the 
cumulative impact of the Council’s policies and many sites would provide either little, or no 
financial contribution to infrastructure.

1.13 Commuted Sums

1.14 Whilst the Councils preference is for affordable housing to be delivered on site, 
consideration must be given to exceptional cases where commuted sums would be an 
appropriate option. The Study presents two options for commuted sums: a standard 
commuted sum payment of £50,000 per affordable unit not delivered on site or to continue 
calculating the commuted sum by scheme. The latter has the advantage of being an up to 
date figure, but has the disadvantage of a lack of clarity for developers.

1.15 The study does not favour one option but recommends the Council maintains a flexible 
approach.

1.16 Reviewing affordable housing level

1.17 In testing potential future changes to build costs and market value, the study found this had 
a marked impact on the viability of sites. For this reason the study recommends that the 
affordable housing policy is reviewed every three years or in the event of a 10% change in 
house prices.

1.18 Older people’s housing

1.19 Extracare housing often falls under the definition of residential institutions rather than 
dwelling houses and therefore is not subject to the Councils affordable housing policy. 
Sheltered housing is shown as viable on greenfield sites and would be able to bear 20% 
affordable housing.

1.20 Non-residential development

1.21 Whilst some non-residential uses are not viable, they are not rendered unviable by the 
cumulative impact of the Council’s policies, rather by general market conditions. The 
employment uses (office and industrial), town centre retail and hotel uses are unlikely to be 
able to bear additional developer contributions, however supermarkets and retail 
warehouse developments are able to make significant contributions.  

1.22 Limitations and Risk

1.23 The high level and broad brush viability testing is a largely quantitative process based on 
financial appraisals. This has its limitations as financial profit is not always the motivating 
factor for development, for example whether a parish council seeks to develop a community 
facility or a family wants to provide housing for family members. 

1.24 There are also limitations when considering applying the results of the assessment in a 
district wide policy for example, in relation to large scale development sites such as the 
Sustainable Urban Extension of 4,000 homes for Attleborough. The Viability Assessment 
has considered the proposal and plan policy in greater detail, however the scale of the 
project will require more detailed consideration of viability through joint working between the 
developer and the Council to ensure the site is deliverable. 

1.25 The final wording of the Local Plan and CIL Viability Assessment will be amended with 
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regard to wording on the Attleborough SUE to reflect the unique characteristics, policy 
requirements and viability issues for this strategic development site.

1.26 Recommended rates of CIL

1.27 In addition to considering the viability of residential and non-residential development in 
Breckland, the final section of the study provided part of the evidence for setting CIL rates. 
The current Local Plan document does not have the scope to set CIL. If members chose to 
pursue CIL, further evidence base work would need to be undertaken and potential rates 
would be published for consultation in a separate document referred to as the CIL Charging 
Schedule. 

1.28 The study assumes that CIL is required to fund infrastructure. The table shows the 
recommended rates of CIL.

Recommended rates of CIL
Development type Maximum rates of CIL

Residential
Brownfield sites and larger greenfield sites 
adjacent to the main settlements: 
Attleborough, Thetford, Dereham, Swaffham, 
Watton

Larger greenfield sites not adjacent to the main 
settlements: Attleborough, Thetford, Dereham, 
Swaffham, Watton and the smaller greenfield 
sites across the whole district

Older peoples housing

Attleborough Strategic Site

£0/m2 

£50/m2

£0/m2

£0/m2

Supermarkets and Retail Warehouses £80/m2

Hotels £40/m2

All Other Development £0/m2

1.29 The above rates are supported by evidence, however there is considerable scope for the 
Council to strike a different balance. The Viability Report is only one part of the evidence for 
CIL and further work could consider alternative rates.

1.30 The report recommends applying a rate of 20% affordable housing regardless of whether 
the Council decides to pursue CIL. The report outlines that at higher rates; even 25% 
affordable housing, there would be little scope to seek financial contributions from 
developers.

1.31 Conclusion

1.32 The findings of the Local Plan and CIL Viability Assessment provide detailed evidence base 
which can be used to refine policies in the Local Plan. 

1.33 Members should give consideration to the following recommendations from the report:

 the Council agrees to the revision of the proposed affordable housing study in the Local 
Plan (PD08 Affordable Housing1), to alter the amount of affordable housing sought from 
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35% to 20% on qualifying sites, excluding brownfield sites in the main settlements of 
Attleborough, Thetford, Dereham, Swaffham and Watton.

 the Council maintains a flexible approach in cases where affordable housing cannot be 
provided on site either through use of a set commuted sum, or through calculating the 
commuted sum by scheme.

 the Council will review the affordable housing target every three years, or in the event of a 
10% change in house prices.

 The Council notes the initial evidence for CIL and the recommended rates based on 
available evidence.

 The final version of the Local Plan and CIL Viability Assessment will be amended in relation 
to specific wording on the Attleborough SUE to reflect the unique characteristics and policy 
requirements for this strategic development site.

2.0 OPTIONS

2.1 The Council could choose not to publish the Local Plan and CIL Viability Assessment. 
However, this would pose a considerable risk at the examination of the Local Plan as there 
would be insufficient evidence to demonstrate that the plan is viable, thereby failing to meet 
the requirements set out in the NPPF.  

2.2 It is therefore recommended that members note the content of this report and agree for the Local 
Plan and CIL Viability Assessment to form part of the evidence base to inform Local Plan Policies.

3.0      REASONS FOR RECOMMENDATION

           3.1 The recommendation has been made in order to comply with requirements in the  
National Planning Policy Framework and to support the Local Plan.

4.0 EXPECTED BENEFITS

4.1       The NPPF requires Local Authorities to prepare Local Plans. The Study forms an essential 
part of the evidence base for the Local Plan. The requirement to assess viability forms part 
of the NPPF, is part of the Strategic Housing and Employment Land Availability Assessment 
(HELAA) and is a requirement of the CIL Regulations.

5.0 IMPLICATIONS

5.1 Carbon Footprint / Environmental Issues

5.1.1 It is the opinion of the Report Author that there are no implications.

5.2       Constitution & Legal

5.2.1    It is the opinion of the Report Author that there are no implications.

5.3 Contracts

5.3.1 It is the opinion of the Report Author that there are no implications.

5.4 Corporate Priorities

5.4.1 Publishing the Local Plan and CIL Viability Assessment supports the work on the Local 
Plan and aligns with corporate priority: Supporting Breckland to develop and thrive; 

1 Preferred Directions consultation, Feb 16
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providing the right services at the right time and in the right way; developing the local 
economy to be vibrant with continued growth and enabling stronger, more independent 
communities. The production also aligns with the priority of enabling effective planning and 
delivery of housing solutions to meet local needs.

5.5 Crime and Disorder 

5.5.1 It is the opinion of the Report Author that there are no implications.

5.6 Equality and Diversity / Human Rights

5.6.1 It is the opinion of the Report Author that there are no implications.

5.7 Financial 

5.7.1  It is the opinion of the Report Author that there are no implications.

5.8 Health & Wellbeing

5.8.1 It is the opinion of the Report Author that there are no implications.

5.9 Risk Management 

5.8.2 It is the opinion of the Report Author that there are no implications. 

5.10 Safeguarding

5.10.1  It is the opinion of the Report Author that there are no implications. 

5.11 Staffing

5.11.1 It is the opinion of the Report Author that there are no implications.

5.12 Stakeholders / Consultation / Timescales

5.12.1 Member’s discussion will help to inform the preparation of the pre-submission Local Plan. 

6.0 WARDS/COMMUNITIES AFFECTED

6.1 The study has implications for all wards in Breckland.

7.0 ACRONYMS 

7.1 Acronyms include
 CIL: Community Infrastructure Levy
 HELAA: Housing and Economic Land Availability Assessment
 IDP: Infrastructure Development Plan
 NCC: Norfolk County Council
 NPPF: National Planning Policy Framework
 SUE: Sustainable Urban Extension

Background papers:- 
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Lead Contact Officer
Name and Post: Steve Ottewell, Planning Policy Manager
Telephone Number:
Email: Stephen.Ottewell@urbanvision.org.uk

Key Decision: No 

Exempt Decision: No 

This report refers to a Mandatory Service 

Appendices attached to this report: 
Appendix A: Local Plan and CIL Viability Assessment 


