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Meeting of the 
 

Strategic Housing Land Availability Assessment Project 
Steering Group 

 
Held on Friday, 11 April 2008 at 14:00 pm in Dereham Room, Elizabeth 

House, Walpole Loke, Dereham 
 
Present 
 
David Spencer, Breckland District 
Council 
Chris Parsons, Parsons & Whittley Ltd 
John Long, Bidwells 
Terry Harper, Norfolk Homes Ltd 
Alan Cole, Savills (L&P) Limited 

Jamie Bird, Abel Homes Ltd 
Richard Drake, Norfolk County Council 
Paul Harris, Breckland District Council 
Nick Moys, Breckland District Council 
Darryl Smith, Breckland District 
Council 

 
Apologies  
 
No apologies for absence were received. 
 
Introduction to Strategic Housing Land Availability Assessments 
 
An overview of the emerging Spatial Strategy of the Core Strategy and Development 
Control Policies DPD was given and the concept of the SHLAA introduced. 
 
The Council set out what its requirements were from the SHLAA process. These 
requirements were to: 
 

• Provide a robust and credible assessment, fulfilling the key outputs and 
process requirements of the practice guidance and demonstrating that the 
housing commitments set out in the Core Strategy and Development Control 
Policies DPD are realistically achievable in the timescale envisaged; 

• Create an assessment that will identify sites appropriate for development that 
are available and can be delivered, and which could underpin work on the 
Site Specific Policies and Proposals DPD; and, 

• Craft a useable assessment framework that can be updated year on year, 
assisting the council in meeting its housing objectives and which will fulfil the 
requirements of National Performance Indicator No.159 on the supply of land 
readily available for housing. 

 
Operation of the Steering Group 
 
A proposal was made for the group to operate by way of a series of round table 
meetings held by the Council at its offices whereby the group could consider and 
shape the development of the SHLAA. It was proposed that Council Officers be 
responsible for undertaking the assessment based upon the agreed methodology.  
 
Concerns were raised over whether involvement in the SHLAA group would prejudice 
future involvement of members of the group in the LDF process. It was emphasised 
that members would need to maintain a future ability to participate in this process.  
In this respect, concerns were raised over whether the steering group would be able 
to operate at the individual site level and discuss sites that they would be promoting 
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through the LDF process. There were no identified issues regarding the group’s 
ability to discuss the overall methodology.  
 
It was noted that there was a need for open discussions within the group to identify 
where interests would apply. 
 
The issue was raised over whether there needed to be additional consultation on the 
SHLAA in addition to the involvement of the steering group. It was suggested that as 
the Steering Group only contained a limited number of members that a period of 
wider consultation would be a helpful addition to the consultation strategy.  
 
Despite the need for additional consultation the group agreed that broadly the 
Steering group comprised the right mix of experience and expertise and that it was of 
a suitable size to operate efficiently. However, it was agreed that an additional 
stakeholder from an RSL should be invited to the group. An initial proposal was made 
that Martin Aust from Flagship Housing be invited to the group. 
 
It was clarified that Council Officers’ had made a commitment to reporting the 
operation of the Steering Group to the Council’s Policy Development and Review 
Panel 1 on a regular basis. This was considered by the Council a key mechanism for 
ensuring the transparency of the process.  
 
In conclusion it was agreed that: 
 

• subject to the inclusion of a representative from an RSL, that the group 
structure and membership is right for progressing the Breckland SHLAA; 
and, 

• subject to the application of Chatham House Rules (information will be freely 
exchanged but the identify / affiliation of participants will not be attributed to a 
particular comment) the group will be able to operate in an effective and 
participative manner. 

 
Review of Breckland’s Draft SHLAA Methodology  
 
An explanation was given of the draft methodology that was sent out for consultation 
in August 2007 and the comments that were received in response to that 
consultation.  
 
Broad support was given to the approach taken in the draft methodology. However a 
number of important issues were raised. In the first instance the group considered 
general issues that related to the process of SHLAA. 
 
A discussion was had on the precedence of SHLAA in relation to the LDF process. 
The group was cautioned on the issue of the prospect of SHLAA becoming plan-
making by proxy. On this point the group reiterated the need to be upfront and clear 
on what the purpose of the study was and what any filtering/criteria for sources of 
sites would be.  
 
There was also recognition by the group that potentially the SHLAA will have greater 
weight in advance of an up-to-date LDF being in place.  
 
In order for the SHLAA to be completed within the Council’s timescale it was 
recognised that work would need to focus on those strategically important 
settlements. It was proposed that a starting point for considering which settlements 
were strategically important could be the emerging Core Strategy. The group 
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cautioned that the SHLAA was evidence base to inform the plan and not visa versa, 
but accepted that there may need to be some type of site screening to make the 
SHLAA workable. A suggestion was put forward that settlements with potential as 
growth locations be considered in addition to those growth areas set out in the 
emerging Core Strategy, the designation of these settlements to be based on 
national policy and evidence base, including representations made under regulation 
26.  
 
Viability was identified as the single biggest issues that would need to be tackled 
within the revised methodology.  
 
In order to fully assess the draft methodology the group agreed to tackle the 
methodology step by step based upon the process and outputs diagram shown on 
page 3 of the draft methodology. Where a sub-heading and comments are not 
included the Steering Group either considered that the stages were appropriate as 
drafted or not significant enough for consideration.  
 
Stage 2 Determining the Sources of Sites that will be Included in the Assessment  
 
Concern was raised that other similar studies, i.e. UCS, had used over-realistic 
expectations when determining the capacity of trend based sources. This was due to 
the reality that many windfall sites have a finite supply and the balance is becoming 
more precarious on existing uses and values and the competing uses / values. It was 
also identified that the perception of value was an important issue, with much being 
dependant upon the aspiration of the owner. Some of the group considered that the 
forthcoming CIL, if it is adopted as a process by a council, will affect values on 
smaller sites and make the equation on market viability very finely balanced.  
 
The group also remarked that rising agricultural land values and crop prices may 
mean that some sites no longer come forward, i.e. that those landowners more 
interested in farming may have less of a financial incentive to consider other uses 
such as residential development. 
 
It was agreed that the site representations received during the LDF process should 
be used as the basis for defining the extent of greenfield sites to be examined by the 
SHLAA. This process would mean that the authority would have a degree of surety 
upfront about the availability of the sites to be considered. This was considered 
preferable to using an ad-hoc rationale for identifying greenfield sites and then trying 
to establish that site’s availability retrospectively, which might identify a number of 
issues that would have meant the site would never have been available in the first 
place. Any sites that came forward late in the LDF process could relatively easily be 
fed into the methodology. Identification of unrepresented land could be built into the 
review process if the study identifies that there is a shortfall in available sites for 
housing. 
 
It was accepted that there may be a need within the methodology to truncate some 
sites. This truncation could mean that a large site that was unacceptable as proposed 
due to encroachment on some important feature or intrusion into the landscape could 
be considered more realistically on appropriate boundaries. 
 
It was agreed that a filtering process should be applied to potential greenfield sites so 
that the study did not needlessly consider land in areas that were very unlikely to be 
developed. It was considered that this filtering should be based upon National Policy, 
Regional Policy, should it be adopted during the study period, and emerging 
evidence base. 
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It was noted that the methodology should be clear in the fact that just because the 
SHLAA did not identify a site it did not mean that a site could not be allocated 
through the Site Specific Policies and Proposals DPD.  
 
Stage 4 Determining which Sites and Areas will be Surveyed        
  
Considerable debate was held on the appropriate size threshold for greenfield sites 
outside of existing settlement boundaries. It was proposed that the SHLAA will look 
at all sites of 5 or more (5 being the threshold for affordable housing contributions in 
the rural areas in current council policy and for all development in the emerging Core 
Strategy). The group considered that the yield from potential sites between 5 and the 
proposal of the draft methodology of 10 was unlikely to enhance the strategic delivery 
of housing. The group agreed that 10 should remain the threshold for greenfield sites 
adjacent to the market towns and 5 for greenfield sites adjacent to the rural 
settlement that will be considered. 
 
Stage 6 Estimating the Housing Potential of each Site 
 
Some concerns were raised over the proposed density multipliers that are proposed 
in the draft methodology. The meeting was advised that analysis of a sample of sites 
revealed that recent developments in Breckland were delivering on average slightly 
above those yields that might be expected from the density multipliers. Some 
conjecture was offered that a number of atypical town centre flat developments may 
be skewing some of these results. It was also suggested that past trends were not 
necessarily the best benchmark for the density analysis as they may not be reflective 
of what may be realised in the future. Some sections of the group suggested that 
broadly a 10% reduction in the density multipliers would be more reflective of the 
types of figures that they would anticipate realising on site. 
 
Stage 7 Assessing When and Whether Sites are Likely to be Developed 
 
The group considered that it was reasonable to assume that those sites that are 
being promoted through the LDF will come forward are there should be confidence in 
their availability. Some group members cautioned that the increasing impact of 
planning obligations, potentially emerging effects of the CIL and the imminent 
changes to the building regulations making the carbon/energy element of the 
sustainable homes code mandatory may has a “significant impact upon 
deliverability”. In practical terms this may mean that sites that up until now were 
viable become economically unattractive, particular reference was made to smaller 
sites where lower policy thresholds are beginning to bear.  
 
Turning attention to the assessment matrix, table 2, set out on 16 and 17. Although 
general support was given to the idea of using an assessment matrix of some type, 
comments were made that the current matrix would not reflex the ability of the market 
to overcome constraints – a site could be enhanced to overcome constraints through 
developer provision / contributions. It will be the market that decides on whether a 
constraint  / issue is surmountable or not. 
 
It was suggested that the viability section of the matrix was in need of revision, if not 
removal and replacement with another type of assessment method. It was suggested 
that the involvement of an independent surveyor (as per GNDP) is sought in an 
advisory capacity. Concerns were raised that using District Valuation data is not 
reliable due to the (a) age of the data (b) low levels of transactions which are used to 
base a DV calculation upon. The group was very supportive of the involvement of 
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Ray Johnson as the Council’s surveyor in the Breckland SHLAA process – 
emphasising the need for independent surveyor advice in the process. The group 
recognised that it would be very difficult to secure the services of a local independent 
surveyor who wasn’t in some way involved in development site within the district. 
Conversely it was important to secure a surveyor with local knowledge.  
 
Concerns were expressed on the use of the contaminated land survey from the 
Council’s Environmental Health section. Views provided that there will be few sites in 
Breckland which are truly undeliverable / unviable due to contamination because of 
the relatively low risk processes that have gone on in the district.  
 
It was suggested that the matrix did not sufficiently allow for the different significance 
of the issues that it identified. For example the importance of a site being within an 
important environmental designation would arguably be a more significant constraint 
then not being within 800m of a town centre for service, yet they would both be 
scored equally within the current matrix. 
 
As the use of some type of assessment matrix was still considered to be a decent 
approach the group decided to revise the table. The table was duly revised, 
categorising the criteria into significant issues, category a, and issue that may be 
overcome, category b. Criteria ultimately only comprised environmental designations 
and highways.  
 
During this reclassification comments were made to the effect that a revised matrix 
should focus on technical constraints and not concentrate on policy issues. 
Conversely it was also argued that as key part of the assessment was suitability it 
was appropriate to consider this in the wider sense, particular when National or 
Regional policy would have a significant effect upon the realistic deliverability of 
some sites. It was suggested that the SHLAA could be seen as a document of its 
time, if changes in policy occur then the document could evolve accordingly.  
 
Further issues were raised with the sub-divisions in the matrix. It was explained that 
practical experience had identified that sometimes it had become very difficult to 
differentiate between some of the individual sub-divisions. It was suggested by the 
group that this difficulty could perhaps be overcome by reducing the number of sub-
divisions, i.e. good – average – bad, or indeed further simplified into yes – no 
designations with further consideration of the effect of the constraint on 
deliverability/developability at the viability assessment stage. 
 
 
Recommendations of actions 
 
 Six key actions were identified in advance of the next group meeting: 
 

1. Clarification to be provided on the arrangements for the operation of the 
group; 

2. invite Martin Aust of Flagship housing to become a member of the 
SHLAA steering group and represent RSL interests; 

3. create a proposal for the filtering/ qualifying criteria for site that will be 
considered as part of the assessment;  

4. Work up and provide examples of the density multipliers so that the 
group could give consideration to the appropriateness of the results 
produced; 

5. revisit the deliverability / developability matrix in light of the comments 
made and provide proposals for a revised matrix; and, 
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6. Distribute a summary of the meeting to the group members and arrange 
the next meeting of the SHLAA Steering Group for late May / early June.   

 
 


