
BRECKLAND COUNCIL 
 
Report of the Strategic Director for Transformation to the 
Policy Development and Review Panel 1 – 11th March 2008  
 
STRATEGIC HOUSING LAND AVAILABILITY ASSESSMENT 
 

1. Purpose of Report 

1.1 The Strategic Housing Land Availability Assessment is an essential piece of the 
evidence base for the Local Development Framework required by national guidance, 
set out in Planning Policy Statement 3: Housing. The purpose of the assessment is to 
identify sites with potential for housing, assess that potential and predict when those 
sites are likely to be developed. Consultation was undertaken on a draft methodology 
for the Strategic Housing Land Availability Assessment in August 2007, the results of 
this consultation have indicated the need to make revisions to the method. The key 
element of the revisions is the establishment of a project steering group comprising of 
Council officers and development industry stakeholders whose expertise can help to 
ensure that the conclusions reached are credible and can be relied upon. The 
expedient production of the assessment is essential if existing milestones for the 
submission of the Core Strategy and Development Control Policies DPD are to be met, 
and that the soundness of the document is not put at risk.     

 

2. Recommendations 
 It is recommended that the Panel: 
 
2.1 It is recommended that members note the importance of the assessment and the 

proposals for its production. 
 
 

 
Note:  In preparing this report, due regard has been had to equality of opportunity, 
human rights, prevention of crime and disorder, environmental and risk management 
considerations as appropriate.  Relevant officers have been consulted in relation to any 
legal, financial or human resources implications and comments received are reflected in 
the report. 
 

3. Information, Issues and Options 

3.1 Background 

3.1.1The planning policy framework for delivering the Government’s housing objectives is 
set out in Planning Policy Statement 3 (PPS3). In response to these objectives 
Breckland needs to develop policies and implementation strategies to ensure that 
sufficient, suitable land is available to achieve their housing and previously-developed 
land delivery objectives. These policies and implementation strategies need to be set 
out in Breckland’s Local Development Documents (LDD). 

3.1.2 All LDDs need to be founded on a robust and credible evidence base and national 
guidance makes clear the significance of the Strategic Housing Land Availability 
Assessment (SHLAA) to the evidence base of the plan making process. Therefore, 
SHLAA will be a key piece of the evidence base that will underpin Breckland’s Local 
Development Framework (LDF), in particular its housing and delivery policies. It is 
officer’s opinion that submitting the LDF Core Strategy to the Secretary of State without 
meeting the core requirements set out in the SHLAA guidance would present a high 
risk of the Core Strategy being found unsound due to a lack of robust evidence.    

3.1.3 Detailed guidance on the SHLAA process was published in July 2007, and in the 
process cancelled the Department for Communities and Local Government’s (CLG) 
former guidance on Urban Capacity Studies.  



3.1.4 Following early consultation with stakeholders on a draft SHLAA methodology in 
August 2007 it became apparent that officers had insufficient time to produce a robust 
and credible SHLAA in time for the publication of the preferred options on the Core 
Strategy and Development Control Policies. Therefore it was determined that an 
updated Urban Capacity Study, based upon an established methodology, should be 
produced in order to provide evidence for the preferred options of the Core Strategy 
and Development Control Policies DPD.  

3.1.5 The preferred options of the Core Strategy and Development Control Policies DPD 
was published on the 28 January 2008, and at the time of writing the consultation was 
still ongoing. Officers are now seeking to establish a SHLAA methodology that will 
augment the recently updated Urban Capacity Study, fulfil the requirements of the 
SHLAA guidance, accommodate the views of key stakeholders and provide a robust 
and credible piece of evidence in support of the final version of the Core Strategy and 
Development Control Policies DPD which is scheduled to be submitted to the 
Secretary of State in September 2008.    

3.2 Issues 

3.2.1This report seeks to outline the Council’s approach to Strategic Housing Land 
Availability Assessments and will adopt the following structure: 

• Explanation of Strategic Housing Land Availability Assessment, its purpose and 
the difference between it and Urban Capacity Studies. 

• Explanation of the work that has already been done on a Strategic Housing 
Land Availability Assessment for Breckland, including an overview of the initial 
draft methodology. 

• Outline of the issues raised by the consultation response to the initial 
methodology and other issues identified for consideration by officers. 

• Identification of and reasons for the changes that are needed to the initial draft 
methodology. 

• Outline of the plan for the production of Breckland’s Strategic Housing Land 
Availability Assessment.  

• Relationship of Strategic Housing Land Availability Assessment to 5yr land 
supplies, national performance indicators and its bearing on development 
control decisions. 

• Clarification of Member involvement and control over outputs of Strategic 
Housing Land Availability Assessment. 

What are Strategic Housing Land Availability Assessments? 

3.2.2 A Strategic Housing Land Availability Assessment, hereafter referred to as the 
assessment, is a key component of the evidence base to support the delivery of 
sufficient land for housing to meet Breckland’s needs. The assessment is required 
by national planning policy, set out in Planning Policy Statement 3: Housing (PPS3). 

3.2.3    The primary purpose of the assessment is to: 

• Identify sites with potential for housing; 

• Assess their housing potential; and 

• Assess when they are likely to be developed. 

3.2.4 The assessment should aim to identify as many sites with housing potential in and 
around as many settlements as possible in Breckland. As a minimum, it should 
identify specific sites for at least the first 10 years of a plan, from the anticipated date 
of adoption, and ideally longer than the whole 15 year plan period. In the Breckland 
context this aspiration to identify as many sites as possible will need to be tempered 
against the available resource to undertake the work. A more detailed explanation of 



this issue is set out in paragraph 4.16. 

Differences to Urban Capacity Studies 

3.2.5    In broad terms there are three significant differences between the assessment and 
 the Urban Capacity Studies. These main differences are: 

• an expectation that the assessment will be carried out in conjunction with key 
stakeholders from the development sector; 

• the consideration of additional sites that would not have formed part of the Urban 
Capacity Study, namely suitable greenfield and brownfield sites outside of the 
defined settlement boundaries and where suitable greenfield sites cannot be 
identified broad locations for new development; and,  

• a detailed assessment of the deliverability and developability of the sites that have 
been identified, including an assessment of when those sites could realistically be 
developed.  

Key Outputs of Strategic Housing Land Availability Assessments 

3.2.6 The guidance for the assessment identifies 5 Core Outputs and 2 Process 
Requirements, these are: 

Strategic Housing Land Availability Assessment Core Outputs 

1 
A list of sites, cross-referenced to maps showing locations and boundaries of specific 
sites (and showing broad locations, where necessary). 

2 
Assessment of the deliverability/developability of each identified site (i.e. in terms of its 
sustainability, availability and achievability1) to determine when an identified site is 
realistically expected to be developed. 

3 
Potential quality of housing that could be delivered on each site or within each 
identified broad location (where necessary) or on windfall sites (where justified). 

4 Constraints on the delivery of identified sites 

5 Recommendations on how these constraints could be overcome and when. 

 

Strategic Housing Land Availability Assessment Process  

1 

The survey and SHLAA should involve key stakeholders including house builders, 
social landlords, local property agents and local communities. Other relevant agencies 
may include the Housing Corporation and English Partnerships (a requirement in areas 
where they are particularly active) 

2 

The methods, assumptions, judgements and findings should be discussed and agreed 
upon throughout the process in an open and transparent way and explained in the 
SHLAA report. The report should include an explanation as to why particular sites or 
areas have been excluded from the SHLAA. 

 

                                                
1
 See Paragraph 54 PPS3 



3.2.7  A first draft of a possible methodology was produced in August 2007 and sought to 
expand upon the method utilised in the 2004 Urban Capacity Study; re-using the 
sources for sites inside urban areas, but expanding the study to look at brownfield 
sites outside of settlement boundaries and identifying specific greenfield sites on the 
edges of settlements using physical features to delineate their extent. The study was 
limited to looking at the 5 market towns and the candidate service centre villages. In 
order to assess deliverability and developability the study included a proposal for a 
site constraints matrix which sought to consider the physical, environmental, policy 
issues and the economic viability of each site. Site with significant constraints were 
then to be removed from the study, the remainder ranked in relation to the likely 
timescale for delivery based upon the severity of the constraints that applied to them. 
This methodology sought to ensure the involvement of key development 
stakeholders through two periods of consultation during production followed by wider 
public scrutiny of the evidence during the consultation on the preferred options of the 
Core Strategy and Development Control Policies DPD.  A copy of this methodology 
is included in appendix A.  

3.2.8 The first period of consultation with key development industry stakeholders on this 
draft methodology took place between August 6 and 27 2007. As a result of this 
consultation it became clear that certain elements of the draft methodology were not 
fit for purpose and that revision was necessary. A summary of the consultation 
responses are included in Appendix B. 

3.2.9 The revisions that were needed were not considered to be achievable in the period 
leading up to the preferred options consultation. Therefore a decision was taken by 
officers to update an Urban Capacity Study based upon an established 
methodology. The updated Urban Capacity Study would inform the greenfield 
housing releases identified in the preferred options Core Strategy. It is important to 
note that when the Urban Capacity Study was updated an additional assessment 
was undertaken on the specific constraints of the sites identified. This assessment 
went beyond the needs of the Urban Capacity Study but could be used in any future 
assessment. This process sought to minimise any repetition of work when moving 
from an Urban Capacity Study to the assessment. The updated Urban Capacity 
Study was completed in time for the preferred options consultation on the Core 
Strategy and Development Control Policies DPD and has been published as part of 
its evidence base.   

Summary of consultation responses to draft methodology 

3.2.10  An overview of the key issues that were picked up from the initial consultation on 
 the methodology for the assessment, and further work from officers is included 
 below: 

• the scope for meaningful engagement with key stakeholders was limited; 

• the assessment of deliverability and developability should be done in conjunction 
with a project steering group, including key stakeholders. This would allow for input 
from people and agencies with different skills including economic viability and likely 
delivery timescales. This would improve the credibility of the assessment; 

• a need to identify all potentially sustainable brownfield sites including those next to 
rural villages. 

• clarification on the reliability of the density multiplier that has been used in the 
assessment.  

• clarification of the criteria used to define a greenfield site and its extent and the 
delineation between the circumstances in which it might be appropriate to consider 
broad location for development in contrast to specific greenfield sites. 

• increased sophistication needed in the assessment of accessibility to services and 
employment. 



Proposed revisions to the methodology 

3.2.11The revisions considered necessary to ensure that the assessment complies with 
the core requirements of the practice guidance, and to ensure that it can be 
considered a credible and robust assessment for the purposes of informing the Core 
Strategy and Development Control Policies when it is submitted to the Secretary of 
State are outlined in the following paragraphs.  

3.2.12   1) Establishment of a project steering / key stakeholder group. It is clear from the 
practice guidance that a core requirement is the involvement of key stakeholders in 
the assessment process. In addition, the consultation response to the draft 
methodology has indicated that the need to engage with development industry 
needs to be strengthened for the assessment to be robust. Therefore it is proposed 
that a project steering group consisting of key development sector stakeholders and 
council officers is established to advise the assessment process. 

3.2.13  Although the project steering group would be responsible for advising on the whole 
methodology, its particular benefits are considered to be in the site deliverability and 
developability assessment. Development sector input into the effect of constraints on 
a site, its economic viability and the timescale in which it might be reasonable to 
expect development to be built out on a particular site is considered essential if the 
assessment is going to be considered credible. 

3.2.14  It is intended that the project steering group will be established by officers. It will be 
led by the Planning Policy Section, but will also consist, as far as possible, of a 
representative from a major and a local planning consultancy, a regional and a 
national house builder and a surveyor. It is also hoped that development control, 
economic development and the environmental heath sections of the Council can 
help to form the group.  

3.2.15  2) Clarification of the sources of sites that will be considered by the assessment. 
The sources and exclusions that apply to the assessment have been questioned in 
the consultation response. Although officers are satisfied that the sources identified 
in the draft methodology are relatively comprehensive in respect of sites in built up 
areas, it is also recognised that there is scope for debate. Particularly issues exist 
around the definition of specific greenfield sites, particularly in a predominantly rural 
area such as Breckland, and where it would be reasonable to look at broad locations 
as opposed to actual specific greenfield sites. It is intended that these sources will 
be agreed with the project steering group. 

3.2.16  In addition to these technical issues there are also the more practical issues 
around the available resource to undertake the assessment. The planning policy 
team at Breckland has a limited human resource which is tasked with the ongoing 
development of the Core Strategy, the production of the Site Specifics Allocations 
and Area Action Plan DPDs, the development of the necessary evidence base, 
including the assessment, and the provision of planning policy advice to agents, 
developers, other council departments and the general public. This limited human 
resource is likely to mean that the assessment will have to focus on the most 
important development areas, i.e. those areas that are likely to accommodate most 
development, in order to finish the assessment in time to meet existing milestones. 

Density multipliers 

3.2.17  Concern has been raised in respect of the density multiplier calculations that are 
proposed in the draft methodology. There is a clear need to ensure that any yield 
predictions are reasonable, and the mechanism will need to be evidenced and 
agreed as part of the assessment. Initial calculations made by officers indicate that 
the multiplier represents a slight underestimation of actual densities from new 
developments that have been approved.    



Developability and deliverability 

3.2.18  Development of a sophisticated assessment methodology to predict developability 
and deliverability of a site. The draft methodology proposed a scoring matrix which 
was based on a range of potential constraints dealing with physical, policy and 
environmental considerations. Officers are satisfied that the subject areas are 
generally reliable although the need for refinement is accepted. The project steering 
group, with its ability to draw on a range of expertise, is seen as the key mechanism 
to the reliability of the assessment process. 

Relationship between Strategic Housing Land Availability Assessments and the 
Local Development Framework  

3.2.19  There are a number of important links between the assessment and the Local 
Development Framework. In the first instance it will demonstrate that there are 
deliverable and developable sites and broad locations that can meet the housing 
commitments set out in the Core Strategy and Development Control Policies DPD. 
The assessment will also provide part of the evidence base that will help to form the 
Site Specifics Policies and Proposals DPD and The Thetford Area Action Plan. The 
assessment will provide background information on the individual sites that will be 
considered as part of the site specific work and will provide necessary justification of 
the developability and deliverability of any sites that are ultimately selected.     

Relationship between Strategic Housing Land Availability Assessment, the 
identification of a 5 year land supply for housing and National Performance 
Indicators  

3.2.20  The identification of a 5 year land supply is required by national policy, set out in 
PPS3 Housing. In addition, CLG in October 2007 set out a new set of national 
performance indicators that from April 2008 will replace the existing BVPI and PAF 
indicators. Headline indicator No. 159 of the new national performance indicators 
requires Local Authorities to identify a “supply of ready to develop housing sites”. 
The draft explanation of this indicator sets out that the expectation under this 
indicator is that Local Authorities maintain, at least annually, a 5 year supply of 
deliverable sites for housing. The rationale that accompanies the description of the 
indicator makes it clear that the assessment is the key tool in establishing readily 
available sites for housing and therefore the 5 years land supply needed.   

Status of Strategic Housing Land Availability Assessments to Development Control 
Decisions 

3.2.21  At this moment the assessment currently only has status as part of the evidence 
base of the Local Development Framework, and therefore would have limited 
significance in the development control process. However, the Housing Green Paper 
produced in July 2007 set out the proposal that in the absence of a Core Strategy or 
other relevant DPDs the assessment should be a material consideration in 
determining planning applications and appeals. This proposal is clearly linked to the 
new national performance indicator No. 159, a further explanation of which is 
contained in paragraph 4.20. Officers consider that in practical terms this would 
mean that where a 5 year supply of sites for housing does not exist, a site indicated 
as both developable and deliverable in the next 5 years as part of the assessment 
may be difficult to resist in planning terms should this proposal become Government 
policy. This scenario gives added importance to the need to create a robust and 
credible assessment mechanism which should ensure, as far as possible, that sites 
are not identified that are unlikely to obtain planning permission within the specified 
period for their development.   

Next Steps 

3.2.22  Against the background of a challenging timetable for the submission of the Core 
Strategy and Development Control Policies to the Secretary of State, commitments 
to the production of the Site Specifics Policies and Proposals DPD and Thetford and 
Snetterton Area Action Plans, the need to demonstrate a 5 year land supply and to 



satisfy emerging national performance indicators, it is considered imperative that 
work begins quickly on the assessment. The first stage of the assessment is the 
establishment of a project steering group, and it is intended that officers will achieve 
this via direct invitation to identified groups who have previously been willing to work 
with the Council on other projects.  

3.2.23  Once established the project steering group will quickly have to deal with the 
outstanding issues with the methodology in order to deliver the assessment in time 
for the submission of the Core Strategy and Development Control Policies DPD to 
the Secretary of State. The current benchmark, reported to this committee in 
December as part of the information report on the Annual Monitoring Report, for 
submission is September 2008. 

3.2.24  Clearly Council members, as the final arbiters on documents produced by the 
Council, must have a scrutiny role in the assessment. In acknowledgement of the 
necessity the document will be formally reported to the panel on completion. In 
addition, in order to ensure that the Project Steering Group are kept aware of any 
member concerns arising it is intended that progress updates on the assessment will 
be reported directly to this panel, and a feedback mechanism enshrined the Steering 
Groups remit.   

3.2.25  In  summary, the panel is advised that the assessment process is essential to the 
Local Development Framework and the fulfilment of national performance indicators. 
Also that it is officer’s opinion that the failure to produce an assessment which fulfils 
the core outputs identified in the practice guidance would risk the Core Strategy and 
Development Control Policies being found unsound at examination for lack of 
evidence. The plan for the production of the assessment contained in this report is 
considered the most appropriate way forward by officers and, against the 
background of the challenging timetable for submission of the Core Strategy and 
Development Control Policies DPD, the expediency of progress is essential. 

 

3.3 Options 

3.3.1 This report is for information only.  There are no options available 

3.4 Reasons for Recommendation(s) 

3.4.1 To ensure that the essential evidence base assessment is produced to support the 
Core Strategy and Development Control Policies DPD in a timely manner to meet 
the existing milestone commitments 

4. Risk and Financial Implications 

4.1 Risk  

4.1.1 The Risk Management questionnaire has been completed and this report does not 
require a risk assessment because the changes/issues covered by the 
recommendations are not significant in terms of risk. 

4.2 Financial  

4.2.1 There are no financial implications.  

5. Legal Implications 

5.1 There are no direct legal implications.  Failure to produce a Strategic Housing Land 
Availability Assessment   

6. Other Implications  

a) Equalities: There is no Equalities Impact Assessment to accompany this report.  



The Strategic Housing Land availability Assessment will form evidence base to 
the Local Development Framework which will be subject to an Equalities Impact 
Assessment.  

b) Section 17, Crime & Disorder Act 1998: None  

c) Section 40, Natural Environment & Rural Communities Act 2006:  Biodiversity is 
a recognised constraint when assessing potential housing sites.   

d) Human Resources: None 

e) Human Rights:  None 

7. Alignment to Council Priorities 

7.1 The preparation of a Strategic Housing Land Availability Assessment will contribute 
towards the timely production of the Local Development Framework and enable the 
Council to control the release of housing land.  On this basis the Assessment will 
contribute to the Council’s following priority: 

• A well planned place to live which encourages vibrant communities 

8.1 This report affects all Wards in Breckland. 

 
Background Papers 
PPS3 – ‘Housing’ (2006) Department of Communities and Local Government 
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