Hart District Council – Statement for Matter 5
for Cove Construction Ltd
On behalf of Cove Construction Ltd.

October 2018

Contents
1.

Introduction

1

2.

Response to Matter 5: Housing: Trajectory, deliverability and housing land supply

2

Appendix 1: Nathaniel Lichfield and Partners Report: Start to Finish: How quickly do LargeScale Housing Sites Deliver
5
Appendix 2: Independent Review of Build Out Rates: Draft Analysis

David Murray-Cox
David.murray-cox@turley.co.uk
Client
Cove Construction Ltd
Our reference
COVR3008
October 2018

6

1. Introduction
1.1

This Statement is submitted on behalf of Cove Construction Ltd. (part of the Fogarty
Group; hereafter referred to as ‘Cove’) in relation to Matter 5 (Housing: Trajectory,
deliverability and housing land supply) of the Hart Local Plan Examination.

1.2

Cove are currently promoting land at Grange Farm for residential development.
Further information is provided in earlier representations submitted on behalf of Cove.

1.3

This land has been continuously promoted by Cove, with the latest representations
being made at ‘Local Plan Strategy and Sites 2016-2032 Proposed Submission Version’
between 9 February and 26 March 2018 as ‘Land at Grange Farm, Hartley Wintney’.
These were supported by comprehensive representations; including a suite of technical
documents, including a Vision Document, a Housing Needs Assessment and a critique
of the Council’s Sustainability Appraisal.

1.4

These representations submitted on behalf of Cove explain how the land at Grange
Farm can help contribute to the councils planned a high quality and sustainable new
neighbourhood in the area of Hartley Wintney and for Hart District, and facilitate the
Council’s vision for the district, as set out on Page 24 of the Local Plan.

1.5

These earlier representations provide a detailed justification as to the reasons why
‘land at Grange Farm’, Hartley Wintney should be allocated and as such that
explanation is not repeated in these Statements.

1.6

This Statement (Matter 5) should be read alongside other Statements submitted by
Turley on behalf of the Fogarty Group (Cove and Forest Care), namely in relation to
Matters 4 and 8.
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2.

Response to Matter 5: Housing: Trajectory,
deliverability and housing land supply

Issue 5.1
Are the projected commitments in the Housing Trajectory based on a realistic and
robust assessment of the likely timing of delivery
2.1

Cove would like to emphasise the Council have not explained the justification for not
having the proposed plan cover a period of 15 years from the date of its adoption.
Paragraph 157 of the Framework 2012 states that Local Plans should “be drawn up
over an appropriate amount of time, preferably 15 years”.

2.2

This is fundamental to the delivery of Paragraph 47 of the Framework, so as to boost
significantly the supply of housing and ensure a Local Plan meets the full objectively
assessed needs for housing “as far as is consistent with the policies set out in this
Framework”.

2.3

A 15 year plan period, would therefore extend the plan period up to Summer 2033, and
the necessary development requirements should be extended to cover this period.
With regard to the housing target, this should be increased by at least 766 dwellings to
6,984 dwellings to cover the additional years’ worth of supply.

2.4

Policy SS1 seeks to make sure that “provision is made for the delivery of at least 6,208
(388 new homes per annum) between 2016 and 2032.

2.5

Given that it is Cove’s belief that, in order for the Plan to be found sound, the Council
need to plan for an additional years’ worth of supply to ensure a 15 year plan period as
required by paragraph 157 of the NPPF, resulting in a target of at least 6,984 dwellings.

2.6

The table below presents the proposed housing trajectory as per the Schedule of
Proposed Modifications to the Hart Propose Submission Local Plan
Source

Homes
st

2.7

st

Homes completed between 1 April 2016 to 31 March 2018

1,174

Sites with outstanding planning permission at 31st March 2018

3,262

Sites within settlement boundaries

150

Hartland Village

1,428

Sites in the Odiham and North Warnborough NP without planning
permission at 1st April

111

Small windfall allowance

276

Total

6,401

The identification of an additional 193 homes from over the plan requirement, equates
to a buffer of 3.0%. With regard to paragraphs 47 and 57 of the National Planning
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Policy Framework, Cove considers that this buffer should be increased in order to
provide greater certainty that the (minimum) housing requirement is achieved.
2.8

Thus it is evident that Hart District Council needs to identify additional land, such as
that at Grange Farm, in order to ensure flexibility and the delivery of the plan
requirement.

2.9

Hart District Council should have further regard to the Duty to Cooperate, with it being
prudent for the Council to consider the current unmet need from adjoining areas
outside of the Housing Market Area, including Basingstoke and Deane and the borough
of Guildford. Acknowledging Hart’s role in meeting unmet need is both important and
required at a regional level.

2.10

Furthermore, the Council fails to consider the accommodation of any level of unmet
need from London, which could be up to or potentially more than 3,960 dwellings over
the next ten year period. The Draft Hart Local Plan acknowledges the substantial
commuter flow from Hart to London in Paragraph 59, noting that the district is far from
self-contained, but then fails to act upon this and give any consideration to the level of
need originating from London

Issue 5.2
Is the anticipated delivery from Hartland Village for each year in the Plan Period
realistic?
2.11

Proposed Policy SS2, seeks to allocate land at Hartland Village for the construction of
1,500 dwellings.

2.12

Cove are aware that an application comprising “Hybrid Planning Application (part full,
part outline) for a residential-led mixed use redevelopment comprising: 1. Outline
Planning Application with means of access (in part) to be determined (all other matters
reserved for subsequent approval), for the erection of up to 1,500 dwellings (Use Class
C3); a local centre including residential (Use Class C3 within the up to 1,500 dwellings)
and up to 2,655m2 (GEA) of retail, commercial and/or community floorspace (Use
Classes A1 to A5, B1, D1 and D2); a primary school (Use Class D1); drainage works
including balancing ponds; on and off-site SANG mitigation; creation of landscaping,
open space and ecological habitats; car and cycle parking; demolition of existing
buildings; site clearance; earthworks; site remediation; provision of utilities
infrastructure; off-site highway works; and all other ancillary and enabling works. 2.
Full Planning Application for the erection of 181 dwellings (Use Class C3); access;
drainage works including balancing ponds; creation of landscaping, open space and
ecological habitats; car and cycle parking; earthworks; demolition of existing buildings;
site remediation; provision of utilities infrastructure; off-site highway works; and all
other ancillary and enabling works” was submitted under reference 17/00471/OUT on
10th March 2017.

2.13

This application has since been granted on 13 July2018.

2.14

It is clear that the Council is heavily reliant upon the Hartland Village site allocation to
deliver their housing target, with this single allocation representing 22.5% of the total
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housing requirement and 57% of the total housing requirement still to be identified
(i.e. not already permitted or built out (lines C-G))
2.15

The table below, taken from the Council’s five year housing land supply, shows the
anticipated delivery of Hartland Village

2.16

From experience across the country, it is apparent that often Local Plan allocations do
not necessarily deliver the level of housing or rate of delivery that was originally
anticipated when allocated. This is an issue often exacerbated when an authority is
heavily reliant on the delivery of housing through large strategic site(s), where the rate
of delivery often slows due to the complexity of providing the necessary infrastructure
and the impact of the prevailing market conditions at that time.

2.17

Cove pay particular attention to the Nathaniel Lichfield and Partners report titled ‘Start
to Finish: How quickly do Large-Scale Housing Sites Deliver’ dated November 2016,
attached in Appendix 1 of this written statement.

2.18

The report highlights (page 8) that the period from planning approval to first housing
delivery increases with larger sites, with the total period being in the order of 5.3 – 6.9
years from submission of planning application to first delivery. It is worth noting that
this report does not clarify as to whether this is with respect to full planning
applications, or outline planning applications.

2.19

Similarly, following a Government commissioned report into the speed at which homes
on large scale developments are built-out (Independent Review of Build Out Rates:
Draft Analysis), produced by Sir Oliver Letwin MP, it has been established that large
housing sites take an average of approximately 15.5 years to be fully built out at an
identified rate of approximately 6.5% (Appendix 2).

2.20

To apply this to Hartland Village, a 6.5% build out rate would equate to a delivery of
97dwellings per annum, far below anticipated rates of 120 and 130 as expected in the
initial years of the development.

2.21

Cove therefore considers that it is highly likely that Hart District Council will need to
allocate additional small and medium sized sites, in sustainable locations such as
Grange Farm in order to minimise the risk caused by any delay in delivering the
Hartland Village scheme.

2.22

We note that such sites can often be delivered quickly and without the need for
complex infrastructure delivery strategies. Yet, Hart Council continue to anticipate the
first completions of Hartland Village to be completed in the initial years of the Plan
period (2019/2020), with no resilience.
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Appendix 1:

Nathaniel Lichfield and Partners
Report: Start to Finish: How quickly
do Large-Scale Housing Sites Deliver

*Insert Document*
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Appendix 2:

Independent Review of Build Out
Rates: Draft Analysis

*Insert document*
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Start to Finish

How Quickly do Large-Scale Housing Sites Deliver?
November 2016

Executive Summary
There is a growing recognition that large-scale housing development can and should play a large role
in meeting housing need. Garden towns and villages – planned correctly – can deliver sustainable new
communities and take development pressure off less sustainable locations or forms of development.
However, what looks good on paper needs to deliver in practice. Plans putting forward large sites to meet
need must have a justification for the assumptions they make about how quickly sites can start providing
new homes, and be reasonable about the rate of development. That way, a local authority can decide how
far it needs to complement its large-scale release with other sites – large or small – elsewhere in its district.
This research looks at the evidence on speed and rate of delivery of large-scale housing based on a large
number of sites across England and Wales (outside London). We draw five conclusions:
1.

If more homes are to be built, more land needs to be released and more planning permissions granted.
There is no evidence to support the notion of systemic ‘land banking’ outside London: the commercial
drivers of both house builders and land promoters incentivises rapid build out of permissions to secure
returns on capital.

2.

Planned housing trajectories should be realistic, accounting and responding to lapse rates, lead-in
times and sensible build rates. This is likely to mean allocating more sites rather than less, with a
good mix of types and sizes, and then being realistic about how fast they will deliver so that supply
is maintained throughout the plan period. Because no one site is the same – and with significant
variations from the average in terms of lead-in time and build rates – a sensible approach to evidence
and justification is required.

3.

Spatial strategies should reflect that building homes is a complex and risky business. Stronger local
markets have higher annual delivery rates, and where there are variations within districts, this should
be factored into spatial strategy choices. Further, although large sites can deliver more homes per year
over a longer time period, they also have longer lead-in times.

4.

Plans should reflect that – where viable – affordable housing supports higher rates of delivery. This
principle is also likely to apply to other sectors that complement market housing for sale, such as build
to rent and self-build (where there is demand for those products). This might mean some areas will
want to consider spatial strategies that favour sites with greater prospects of affordable or other types
of housing delivery.

5.

For large-scale sites, it matters whether a site is brownfield or greenfield. The latter come forward more
quickly.

In our conclusions we identify a check list of questions for consideration in exploring the justification for
assumed timing and rates of delivery of large-scale sites.

Image Credit: A.P.S (UK) / Alamy Stock Photo

The Research in Figures

70

number of large sites assessed

3.9

years the average lead in time for large sites prior to the
submission of the first planning application

6.1

years the average planning approval period of schemes of 2,000+
dwellings. The average for all large sites is circa 5 years

161

the average annual build rate for a scheme of 2,000+ dwellings

321

the highest average annual build rate of the schemes assessed,
but the site has only delivered for three years

40%

approximate increase in the annual build rate for large sites
delivering 30%+ affordable housing compared to those
delivering 10%-19%

50%

more homes per annum are delivered on average on large
greenfield sites than large brownfield sites
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Introduction
When it comes to housing, Government wants planning
to think big. With its Garden Towns and Villages agenda
and consultation on proposed changes to the National
Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) to encourage new
settlements, planning authorities and developers are
being encouraged to bring forward large-scale housing
development projects, many of them freestanding. And
there is no doubt that such projects will be necessary if
England is to boost supply and then consistently deliver
the 300,000 new homes required each year1.
Large-scale sites can be an attractive proposition
for plan-makers. With just one allocation of several
thousand homes, a district can – at least on paper –
meet a significant proportion of its housing requirement
over a sustained period. Their scale means delivery of
the infrastructure and local employment opportunities
needed to sustain mixed communities.
But large-scale sites are not a silver bullet. Their scale,
complexity and (in some cases) up-front infrastructure
costs means they are not always easy to kick start. And
once up and running, there is a need to be realistic
about how quickly they can deliver new homes. Past
decades have seen too many large-scale developments
failing to deliver as quickly as expected, and gaps in
housing land supply have opened up as a result.
So, if Local Plans and five year land supply assessments
are to place greater reliance on large-scale
developments – including Garden Towns and Villages –
to meet housing needs, the assumptions they use about
when and how quickly such sites will deliver new homes
will need to be properly justified.
“Local planning authorities should take a proactive
approach to planning for new settlements where they
can meet the sustainable development objectives
of national policy, including taking account of the
need to provide an adequate supply of new homes.
In doing so local planning authorities should work
proactively with developers coming forward with
proposals for new settlements in their area.”

The Planning Practice Guidance (PPG) offers little
guidance other than identifying that timescales and
rates of development in land availability assessments
should be based on information that “may include
indicative lead-in times and build-out rates for the
development of different scales of sites. On the largest
sites allowance should be made for several developers
to be involved. The advice of developers and local agents
will be important in assessing lead-in times and build-out
rates by year”2. It also requires housing land availability
assessments to include: “a reasonable estimate of build
out rates, setting out how any barriers to delivery could
be overcome.”3
This research provides insights to this topic – which
has become a perennial discussion at Local Plan
examinations and Section 78 appeals in recent years –
by focusing on two key questions:
1.

what are realistic lead-in times for large-scale
housing developments?; and

2.

once the scheme starts delivering, what is a
realistic annual build rate?

NLP has carried out a desk-based investigation of
the lead-in times and build-out rates on 70 different
strategic housing sites (“large sites”) delivering 500 or
more homes to understand what factors might influence
delivery. For contrast 83 “small sites” delivering between
50 and 499 homes have been researched to provide
further analysis of trends in lead in times and build rates
at varying scales.
As well as identifying some of the common factors at
play during the promotion and delivery of these sites it
also highlights that every scheme has its own unique
factors influencing its progress: there can be significant
variations between otherwise comparable developments,
and there is no one ‘typical scheme’. This emphasises
the importance of good quality evidence to support the
position adopted on individual projects.

DCLG consultation on proposed changes to national
planning policy (December 2015)

1
2
3

House of Lords Select Committee on Economic Affairs (2016) Building more homes: 1st Report of Session 2016-17 - HL Paper 20
PPG ID: 3-023-20140306
PPG ID: 3-028-20140306
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Data Sources and Methodology
In total NLP reviewed 70 strategic sites (“large sites”)
which have delivered, or will deliver, in excess of 500
dwellings. The sites range in size from 504 to 15,000
dwellings. The geographic distribution of the 70 large
sites and comparator small sites is set out below in
Figure 1. A full list of the large sites can be found in
Appendix 1 and the small sites in Appendix 2. NLP
focused on sites outside London, due to the distinctive
market and delivery factors applicable in the capital.

Efforts were made to secure a range of locations and
site sizes in the sample, but it may not be representative
of the housing market in England and Wales as a whole
and thus conclusions may not be applicable in all areas
or on all sites.

Figure 1: Geographic Distribution of the 70 Large Sites and 83 Small Sites Assessed

Large Housing Site
Large Housing Site
(
!
(no. of units)

!

!
!
!

(no. of units)

!

>2,000

1,500 - 1,999

500 - 999

!

<100

North
East

!
!

North West
1,000
- 1,499

Small Housing Site!
(no. of units)
! 100 - 499

(
!

>2,000

1,500 - 1,999

1,000 - 1,499

(
!
(
!

!
(
(
!
(!
!
(
!
(
(
!
(!(
!

(
!

(
!

(
!

!!(
(

(
!

(
!

(
!
(
!

(
!

(
!

(
!
(
!
North West

Yorkshire and
the Humber

(!
(
! 100 -!
499
(
(!
!

(
!

!
(
(
!

(
!

(
!
!!
(
(!(

(
<100 !

(
!

(
!
(
!

East

(
!

!!
(
( !( (
!

(
!

(
!!
(

(
!
( Midlands
!

!!(!
(
(!
(

!
(
(
!
West
Midlands
!
(

(
!

(
!

(
!

(
!

(
!

( !
!
(

(
!!
(

East

East

(!
!
(!
( !
!
(!(!(!
(
(
!
!!
(
((
!
(
(
!
(
!
West
(
!
(!
!
(
!
(
(
!
(Midlands!(
( !
!
(
!

(!
!
(Midlands

(
!

(
!

!!(
(
(!
!
(!(
!
(
!
(

East
(
!

!
(
(!(
!

!
(

(
!
(
(!
!
(
!
(
!
(
!
(
!
(
!

London

(
!

(
(!
(!
!
!
(
(
!

(!(
!
!
(

(
!

(
!

!!(
(
(!
!
(!(
!
(
!
(

(
!

(
!

(
!
!
(

(
!
(
!

South
East
(
!

!
(
(!(
!

(
!

2

(
!
!
(

London

(
(!
(!(!
!
!
(
(
!

South
West

East

(
!

(
!

Start to Finish

(
!

(
!

( !
!
!
(
(
!
(
!
(
!
(
!
(
!
( !
!
((
!
(
(
!
(
!
(
!
(
!
(
!
(
!
( !
!
( !(!(!
(!
( !
!
(
!
(!
!
(
!
(
(
(
!
(
!
(
!
(
(
!
(
!
(
!
(
!
(
!
(
!
(
!
(
!
(
!
(
!
(!
!
(
!
(
(!(!(!
(!
(!
!
(
!
( !
!
( !(!(!
(!
(
!
(
!
(
!
(
!
(
(
!
(
(
!
(
(
(!
!
(
!
(!
!
(
!
(!
!
(
!
(
(
!
(
!
(
!
(
!
(
!

Source: NLP analysis

(
!

(
!
!
(

(
!

(
!
(
(
!
(!
!
(
!
(
!
(
!
(
!
( !(!( Wales
!
South
( !
!
(

South
West

(
!
!
(

Yorkshire and
the Humber

(
!
(
(!
!
(
!
(
!
(
(
!!
(
(!
!

(
!

Wales

(
!
!
(
(
!
(
!
(
!

(
!

(
!

(
!
Small Housing
Site
(
(!
!
(no. of units) !(

!

(!(
!

(
!

(
!

!
(
(
!

500 - 999

(
!

North
East

(!(
!

(
!

(
!

Methodology
The research aims to cover the full extent of the
planning and delivery period. So, wherever the
information was available, the data collected on each
of the 70 sites covers the stages associated with the
total lead-in time of the development (including the
process of securing a development plan allocation), the
total planning approval period, starting works on site,
delivery of the first dwelling and the annualised build
rates recorded for the development up until to the latest
year where data is available (2014/15). To structure
the research and provide a basis for standardised
measurement and comparison, these various stages
(some of them overlapping) have been codified.

Figure 2 sets out the stages and the milestones
used to measure them. These are assumed to fall
under what are defined as ‘lead-in times’, ‘planning
approval periods’ and ‘build periods’, with ‘first housing
completion’ denoting the end of the lead-in time and
start of the build period. Not every site assessed will
necessarily have gone through each component of
the identified stages sequentially, or indeed at all (for
example, some sites secure planning permission without
first being allocated).

Figure 2: Timeline for the Delivery of a Strategic Housing Site
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The approach to defining these stages for the purposes
of this research is set out below:
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•

The ‘lead-in time’ – this measures the period up
to the first housing completion on site from either
a) the date of the first formal identification of the
site as a potential housing allocation (e.g. in a LPA
policy document) or where not applicable, available
or readily discernible – b) the validation date of the
first planning application made for the scheme.

•

The ‘planning approval period’ is measured from
the validation date of the first application for the
proposed development (be that an outline, full or
hybrid application). The end date is the decision
date of the first detailed application which permits
the development of dwellings on site (this may
be a full or hybrid application or the first reserved
matters approval which includes details for
housing). The discharge of any pre-commencement
and other conditions obviously follows this, but from
a research perspective, a measurement based on a
detailed ‘consent’ was considered reasonable and
proportionate milestone for ‘planning’ in the context
of this research.

•

The date of the ‘first housing completion’
on site (the month and year) is used where the
data is available. However, in most instances the
monitoring year of the first completion is all that
is available and in these cases a mid-point of the
monitoring period (1st October, falling halfway
between 1st April and the following 31st March)
is used.

•

The ‘annual build rate’ falls within the overall
‘build period’. The annual build rate of each
site is taken or inferred from the relevant Local
Planning Authority’s Annual Monitoring Reports
(AMR) or other evidence based documents where
available. In some instances this was confirmed –
or additional data provided – by the Local Planning
Authority or County Council.

Due to the varying ages of the assessed sites, the
implementation of some schemes was more advanced
than others and, as a function of the desk-based nature
of the research and the vintage of some of the sites
assessed, there have been some data limitations,
which means there is not a complete data set for every
assessed site. For example, lead-in time information
prior to submission of planning applications is not
available for all sites. And because not all of the sites
assessed have commenced housing delivery, annual
build rate information is not universal. The results are
presented accordingly.
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Getting Started:
What are Realistic Lead-in Times?
How long does it take for large-scale sites to get up and
running? This can be hard to estimate. Understandably,
those promoting sites are positive about how quickly
they can deliver, and local authorities choosing to
allocate large-scale sites in their plans are similarly keen
for these sites to begin making a contribution to housing
supply. This leads some local housing trajectories to
assume that sites can be allocated in Local Plans and
all detailed planning approvals secured in double-quick
time. However, the reality can prove different.
Our main focus here is on the average ‘planning
approval period’ and the subsequent period from
receiving a detailed planning approval to delivery of the
first house on site. However, another important metric
is how long it takes from the site being first identified by
the local authority for housing delivery to getting started
on site. Unfortunately, getting accurate data for this on
some of the historic sites is difficult, so this analysis is
focused on a just 18 of the sample sites where
information was available.

Lead-in Times
The lead-in time prior to the submission of a planning
application is an important factor, because many
planning issues are flushed out in advance of planning
applications being submitted, not least in terms of
local plan allocations establishing the principle of an
allocation. In a plan-led system, many large-scale sites
will rely on the certainty provided by Local plans, and in
this regard, the slow pace of plan-making in the period
since the NPPF4 is a cause for concern.
If the lead-in time prior to submission of an application
is able to focus on addressing key planning issues, it
can theoretically help ensure that an application – once
submitted – is determined more quickly. Our sample
of sites that has lead-in time information available
is too small to make conclusions on this theory.
However, there is significant variation within these
sites highlighting the complexity of delivering homes
on sites of different sizes. Of this sample of sites: on
average it was 3.9 years from first identification of the
site for housing to the submission of the initial planning
application.
Moreover, a substantial lead-in time does not guarantee
a prompt permission: 4 of the 18 sites that took longer
to gain planning permission than the average for sites
of comparable size and also had lead-in times prior to
submission of a planning application of several years5.

As at September 2016, just 34% of Local Authorities outside London have an up-to-date post-NPPF strategic-level Local Plan.
Source: PINS / NLP analysis.
5
The sites in question were The Wixams, West Kempton, West of Blyth, and Great Denham.
4
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Figure 3: Average lead-in time of sites prior to submission of the first planning application
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The Planning Approval Period:
Size Matters

Time Taken for First Housing
Completion after Planning Approval

The term ‘planning approval period’ in this report measures
the period from the validation date of the first planning
application for the scheme to the decision date of the
first application which permits development of dwellings
on site (this could be a full, hybrid or reserved matters
application). Clearly, in many cases, this approval will also
need to be followed by discharge of pre-commencement
conditions (a focus of the Government’s Neighbourhood
Planning Bill) but these were not reviewed in this research
as a detailed approval was considered an appropriate
milestone in this context.

Figure 4 also shows the time between the approval of the
first application to permit development of dwellings on site
and the delivery of the first dwelling (during which time any
pre-commencement conditions would also be discharged),
in this analysis his is the latter part of the lead in time
period. This reveals that the timescale to open up a
site following the detailed approval is relatively similar
for large sites.

The analysis considers the length of planning approval
period for different sizes of site, including comparing largescale sites with small sites. Figure 4 shows that the greater
the number of homes on a site, the longer the planning
approval period becomes. There is a big step-up in time for
sites of in-excess of 500 units.

Interestingly, our analysis points to smaller sites taking
longer to deliver the first home after planning approval. This
period of development takes just over 18 months for small
sites of under 500 units, but is significantly quicker on
the assessed large-scale sites; in particular, on the largest
2,000+ dwelling sites the period from receiving planning
approval to first housing completion was 0.8 years.
In combination, the planning approval period and
subsequent time to first housing delivery reveals the
total period increases with larger sites, with the total
period being in the order of 5.3 – 6.9 years. Large sites
are typically not quick to deliver; in the absence of a live
planning application, they are, on average, unlikely to be
contributing to five year housing land supply calculations.

Figure 4: Average planning approval period and delivery of first dwelling analysis by site size
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1,500-1,999

2,000+

Of course, these are average figures, and there are
significant variations from the mean. Figure 5 below
shows the minimum and maximum planning approval
periods for sites in each of the large size categories.
This shows even some of the largest sites coming
forward in under two years, but also some examples
taking upwards of 15-20 years. Clearly, circumstances
will vary markedly from site to site.
Figure 5: Site size and duration of planning

Planning approval period (units per year)

If some sites are coming forward more quickly than the
average for sites of that size, what is it that is driving their
rapid progress? We explored this with some case studies.
These suggest that when schemes are granted planning
permission significantly faster than the above averages, it
is typically due to specific factors in the lead-in time prior
to the submission of a planning application.

Gateshead – St James Village
(518 dwellings):
Planning approval period 0.3 years6
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This site was allocated as a brownfield site in the
Gateshead UDP (2000) prior to the submission of a
planning application for the regeneration scheme.
A Regeneration Strategy for East Gateshead covered
this site and as at 1999 had already delivered
high profile flagship schemes on the water front.
Llewelyn Davis were commissioned by the Council
and English Partnerships to prepare a masterplan
and implementation strategy for the site which was
published in June 1999. Persimmon Homes then
acquired the site and it was agreed in autumn 1999
that they should continue the preparation of the
masterplan. East Gateshead Partnership considered
the masterplan on the 08th March 2000 and
recommended approval. Subsequently, the outline
application (587/00) with full details for phase 1 was
validated on the 6th September 2000 and a decision
issued on the 9th January 2001.
It is clear that although it only took 0.3 years for the
planning application to be submitted and granted for
a scheme of more than 500 units, the lead in time
to the submission of the application was significant,
including an UDP allocation and a published
masterplan 18 months ahead of permission being
granted. By the time the planning application was
submitted most of the site specific issues had been
resolved.

St James Village is excluded from the lead-in time analysis because it is unclear on what date the site was first identified within the regeneration area
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Dartford – Ingress Park
(950 dwellings):
Planning approval period 1.4 years
This site was initially identified in a draft Local Plan
in 1991 and finally allocated when this was adopted
in April 1995. The Ingress Park and Empire Mill
Planning Brief was completed in three years later
(November 1998).
The submission of the first planning application for
this scheme predated the completion of the Planning
Brief by a few months, but the Council had already
established that they supported the site. By the time
the first application for this scheme was submitted,
the site had been identified for development for circa
seven years.
The outline application (98/00664/OUT) was
validated on the 10th August 1998 and permission
granted on the 21st Nov 2000, a determination
period of 1 year and 3 months). A full application for
the First Phase for 52 dwellings (99/00756/FUL) was
validated and approved in just two months, prior to
approval of the outline. Clearly, large-scale outline
permissions have to wrap up a wide range of other
issues, but having first phase full applications running
in parallel can enable swifter delivery, in situations
where a ‘bite sized’ first phase can be implemented
without triggering complex issues associated with the
wider site.
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Cambridge and South
Cambridgeshire – North West
Cambridge (3,000 dwellings and
2,000 student bed spaces):
Planning approval period 2.2 years
Cambridge University identified this area as its only
option to address its long-term development needs,
and the Cambridgeshire and Peterborough Structure
Plan 2003 identified the location for release from
the Green Belt. The site was allocated in the
2006 Cambridge Local Plan, and the North West
Cambridge Area Action Plan was adopted in October
2009. The Area Action Plan established an overall
vision and set out policies and proposals to guide the
development as a whole.
As such, by the time the first application for this
scheme was submitted, there had already been
circa eight years of ‘pre-application’ planning initially
concerning the site’s release from the Green Belt,
but then producing the Area Action Plan which set
out very specific requirements.. This ‘front-loaded’
consideration of issues that might otherwise have
been left to a planning application.
The outline application (11/1114/OUT – Cambridge
City Council reference) for delivery of up to 3,000
dwellings, up to 2,000 student bed spaces and
100,000 sqm of employment floorspace was
validated on the 21st September 2011 and approved
on the 22nd of February 2013. The first reserved
matters application for housing (13/1400/REM)
was validated on the 20th September 2013 and
approved on the 19th December 2013. Some ten
years from the concept being established in the
Structure Plan.

Summary on Lead-in Times
1.

On average, larger sites take longer to complete the planning application and lead-in processes than
do smaller sites. This is because they inevitably give rise to complex planning issues related to both the
principle of development and the detail of implementation.

2.

Consideration of whether and how to implement development schemes is necessary for any scheme, and
the evidence suggests that where planning applications are determined more quickly than average, this is
because such matters were substantially addressed prior to the application being submitted, through planmaking, development briefs and/or master planning. There is rarely a way to short-circuit planning.

3.

Commencement on large sites can be accelerated if it is possible to ‘carve-out’ a coherent first phase
and fast track its implementation through a focused first phase planning application, in parallel with
consideration of the wider scheme through a Local Plan or wider outline application.

4.

After receiving permission, on average smaller sites take longer to deliver their first dwelling than do the
largest sites (1.7-1.8 years compared to 0.8 years for sites on 2,000+ units).
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Lapse Rates: What Happens to Permissions?
Not every planning permission granted will translate into
the development of homes. This could mean an entire
site does not come forward, or delivery on a site can be
slower than originally envisaged. It is thus not realistic
to assume 100% of planning permission granted in any
given location will deliver homes. Planning permissions
can lapse for a number of reasons:
1.

The landowner cannot get the price for the site that
they want;

2.

A developer cannot secure finance or meet the
terms of an option;

3.

The development approved is not considered to be
financially worthwhile;

4.

Pre-commencement conditions take longer than
anticipated to discharge;

5.

There are supply chain constraints hindering a start;
or

6.

An alternative permission is sought for the scheme
after approval, perhaps when a housebuilder seeks
to implement a scheme where the first permission
was secured by a land promoter.

These factors reflect that land promotion and
housebuilding is not without its risks.
At the national level, the Department for Communities
and Local Government has identified a 30-40% gap
between planning permissions granted for housing and
housing starts on site7. DCLG analysis suggested that
10-20% of permissions do not materialise into a start
on site at all and in addition, an estimated
15-20% of permissions are re-engineered through
a fresh application, which would have the effect of
pushing back delivery and/or changing the number
of dwellings delivered.

This issue often gives rise to claims of ‘land banking’
but the evidence for this is circumstantial at best,
particularly outside London. The business models of
house builders are generally driven by Return on Capital
Employed (ROCE) which incentivises a quick return on
capital after a site is acquired. This means building
and selling homes as quickly as possible, at sales
values consistent with the price paid for the land. Land
promoters (who often partner with landowners using
promotion agreements) are similarly incentivised to
dispose of their site to a house builder to unlock their
promotion fee. Outside London, the scale of residential
land prices has not been showing any significant growth
in recent years8 and indeed for UK greenfield and urban
land, is still below levels last seen at least 20039. There
is thus little to incentivise hoarding land with permission.
The LGA has identified circa 400-500,000 units of
‘unimplemented’ permissions10, but even if this figure
was accurate, this is equivalent to just two years
of pipeline supply. More significantly, the data has
been interpreted by LGA to significantly overstate
the number of unimplemented permissions because
‘unimplemented’ refers to units on sites where either
the entire site has not been fully developed or the
planning permission has lapsed11. It therefore represents
a stock-flow analysis in which the outflow (homes built)
has been ignored.
Insofar as ‘landbanking’ may exist, the issue appears
principally to be a London – rather than a national
– malaise, perhaps reflecting that land values in the
capital – particularly in ‘prime’ markets – have increased
by a third since the previous peak of 2007. The London
Mayor’s ‘Barriers to Housing Delivery – Update’ of July
2014 looked at sites of 20 dwellings or more and
reported that only about half of the total number of
dwellings granted planning permission every year are
built (Table 3); a lapse rate of circa 50% across London.
Clearly, the perceived problem of landbanking is seeing
policy attention from Government, but caution is
needed that any changes do not result in unintended
consequences or act as a disincentive to secure
planning permissions.
A more practical issue is that Plans and housing land
trajectories must adopt sensible assumptions, based
on national benchmarks, or – where the data exists –
local circumstances, to understand the scale of natural
non-implementation.

DCLG Presentations to the HBF Planning Conference (September 2015)
Knight Frank Residential Development Land Index Q1 2016 http://content.knightfrank.com/research/161/documents/en/q1-2016-3844.pdf
Savills Development Land Index http://www.savills.co.uk/research/uk/residential-research/land-indices/development-land-index.aspx
10
Glenigan data as referenced by Local Government Association in its January 2016 media release (a full report is not published) http://www.local.gov.
uk/web/guest/media-releases/-/journal_content/56/10180/7632945/NEWS
11
This would mean that a site which has built 99% of homes will still show up as 100% of units being ‘unimplemented’
7
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Build Rates: How Fast Can Sites Deliver?
The rate at which sites deliver new homes is a frequently
contested matter at Local Plan examinations and during
planning inquiries considering five year housing land supply.
Assumptions can vary quite markedly and expectations
have changed over time: in 2007, Northstowe – the new
settlement to the north west of Cambridge – was expected
by the Council to deliver 750-850 dwellings per annum12;
it is now projected to deliver at an annual rate of just 25013.
There is a growing recognition that the rate of annual
delivery on a site is shaped by ‘absorption rates’: a
judgement on how quickly the local market can absorb the
new properties. However, there are a number of factors
driving this for any given site:
•

the strength of the local housing market;

•

the number of sales outlets expected to operate on
the site (ie the number of different house builders or
brands/products being delivered); or

•

the tenure of housing being built. Are market homes
for sale being supplemented by homes for rent,
including affordable housing?

Market Strength
It might seem a truism that stronger market demand
for housing will support higher sales and build rates –
but how far is that the case and how to measure it?
Figure 6 below compares CLG data on post-permission
residential land value estimates (£/ha) by Local Authorities
in 201414 to the average build out rate of each of the
assessed strategic sites. Unfortunately the residential land
value estimates are only available for England and as such
the Welsh sites assessed are excluded, leaving 57 sites
in total.
The analysis shows that markets matter. Relatively weaker
areas may not be able to sustain the high build-out rates
that can be delivered in stronger markets with greater
demand for housing. There are significant variations,
reflecting localised conditions, but the analysis shows a
clear relationship between the strength of the market in
a Local Authority area and the average annual build rates
achieved on those sites. Plan makers should therefore
recognise that stronger local markets can influence how
quickly sites will deliver.

The analysis in this section explores these factors with
reference to the surveyed sites.
Figure 6: Average Annual Build-out Rates of sites compared to Land Values as at 2014
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Source: NLP analysis and CLG Post-permission residential land value estimates (£/ha) by Local Authorities (February 2015)
South Cambridgeshire Annual Monitoring Report 2006/07
South Cambridgeshire Annual Monitoring Report 2014/15
14
Post-permission residential land value estimates were released in December 2015, however the end date of the build rate data obtained is 2014/15;
as such land value estimates at February 2015 are better aligned to the build periods assessed in this report and have been used for consistency.
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Size Matters
A key metric for build rates on sites is the number of
sales outlets. Different housebuilders will differentiate
through types or size of accommodation and their
brands and pricing, appealing to different customer
types. In this regard, it is widely recognised that a site
may increase its absorption rate through an increased
number of outlets.
Unfortunately, data limitations mean that the number
of outlets is not readily available for the large sites
surveyed within this research, and certainly not on any
longitudinal basis which is relevant because the number
of outlets on a site may vary across phases.
However, it is reasonable to assume that larger sites
are likely to feature more sales outlets and thus have
greater scope to increase build rates. This may relate to
the site being more geographically extensive: with more
access points or development ‘fronts’ from which sales
outlets can be driven. A large urban extension might be
designed and phased to extend out from a number of
different local neighbourhoods within an existing town
or city, with greater diversity and demand from multiple
local markets.
Our analysis supports this concept: larger sites deliver
more homes each year, but even the biggest schemes
(those with capacity for 2,000 units) will, on average,
deliver fewer than 200 dwellings per annum, albeit their
average rate – 161 units per annum – is six times that
of sites of less than 100 units (27 units per annum).
Figure 7: Average annual build rate by site size

Of course, these are average figures. Some sites will
see build rates exceeding this average in particular
years, and there were variations from the mean across
all categories (see Figure 8), suggesting that higher or
lower rates than this average may well be possible, if
circumstances support it.
Nevertheless, it is striking that annual average delivery
on sites of up to 1,499 units barely exceeds 100 units
per annum, and there were no examples in this category
that reached a rate of 200 per annum. The highest
rate – of 321 units per annum – is for the Cranbrook
site, but this is a short term average. A rate of 268 per
annum was achieved over a longer period at the Eastern
Expansion Area (Broughton Gate & Brooklands) site in
Milton Keynes. The specific circumstance surrounding
the build rates in both these examples are explored as
case studies opposite. It is quite possible that these
examples might not represent the highest rate of
delivery possible on large-scale sites in future, as other
factors on future sites might support even faster rates.
Our analysis also identifies that, on average, a site of
2,000 or more dwellings does not deliver four times
more dwellings than a site delivering between 100 and
499 homes, despite being at least four times the size.
In fact it only delivers an average of 2.5 times more
houses. This is likely to reflect that:
•

it will not always be possible to increase the
number of outlets in direct proportion to the size of
site – for example due to physical obstacles (such
as site access arrangements) to doing so; and

•

overall market absorption rates means the number
of outlets is unlikely to be a fixed multiplier in terms
of number of homes delivered.
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Figure 8: Average annual build-out rate by site size, including
the minimum and maximum averages within each site size

140
120

Delivery rate (units per year)

Housing delivery (units per year)

160

100
80
60
40
20
0

9

9

0-9

10

9

50

9
0-9

0
,00

1

9

49
-1,

0
,50

1

9

99
-1,

+

2

0
,00

300
250
200
150
100
50
0

99

0-9

50

Site size (units)

Start to Finish
14

9
0-4

350

Source: NLP analysis

1

9

49

-1,

0
00

9

99

-1,

0
,50

1

Site size (units)
Source: NLP analysis

+

00

2,0

Cranbrook: East Devon
The highest average annual build out rates recorded
in this analysis comes from the Cranbrook site in East
Devon where an average of 321 dwellings per annum
were delivered between 2012/13 and 2014/15.
Delivery of housing only started on this site in 2012/13,
with peak delivery in 2013/14 of 419 dwellings.
Cranbrook is the first new standalone settlement in
Devon for centuries and reportedly – according to East
Devon Council – the result of over 40 years of planning
(this claim has not been substantiated in this research).
It is the circumstances surrounding its high annual
delivery rate which is of most interest, however.
Phase 1 of the development was supported by a
£12 million repayable grant from a revolving
infrastructure fund managed by the Homes and
Communities Agency. The government also intervened
again in the delivery of this site by investing £20 million
for schools and infrastructure to ensure continuity of
the scheme, securing the delivery of phase 2. The
government set out that the investment would give
local partners the confidence and resources to drive
forward its completion.

Eastern Expansion Area (Broughton
Gate & Brooklands): Milton Keynes
The second highest average build out rates recorded
in this analysis comes from the Eastern Expansion
Area (Broughton Gate & Brooklands) site in Milton
Keynes where an average of 268 dwellings per annum
were delivered between 2008/09 and 2013/14. As is
widely recognised, the planning and delivery of housing
in Milton Keynes is distinct from almost all the sites
considered in this research.
Serviced parcels with the roads already provided were
delivered as part of the Milton Keynes model and house
builders are able to proceed straight onto the site and
commence delivery. This limited the upfront site works
required and boosted annual build rates. Furthermore,
there were multiple outlets building-out on different
serviced parcels, with monitoring data from Milton
Keynes Council suggesting an average of c.12 parcels
were active across the build period. This helped to
optimise the build rate.

The Consortium partnership for Cranbrook (including
Hallam Land, Persimmon Homes (and Charles Church)
and Taylor Wimpey) stated the following subsequent to
the receipt of the government funding15.
“Without this phase 2 Cranbrook would have been
delayed at the end of phase 1, instead, we have
certainty in the delivery of phase 2, we can move
ahead now and commit with confidence to the next key
stages of the project and delivering further community
infrastructure and bringing forward much needed
private and affordable homes”.
Clearly, the public sector played a significant role in
supporting delivery. The precise relationship between
this and the build rate is unclear, but funding helped
continuity across phases one and two of the scheme.
More particularly, the rate of delivery so far achieved
relates just to the first three years, and there is no
certainty that this high build-out rate will be maintained
across the remainder of the scheme.

15

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/government-funding-to-unlock-delivery-of-12-000-new-homes
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Peak Years of Housing Delivery
Of course, rates of development on sites will ebb and
flow. The top five peak annual build-out rates achieved
across every site assessed are set out in Table 1 below.
Four of the top five sites with the highest annual peak
delivery rates are also the sites with the highest annual
average build out rates (with the exception of Broughton
& Atterbury). Peak build rates might occur in years when
there is an overlap of multiple outlets on phases, or
where a particular phase might include a large number
of affordable or apartment completions. It is important
not to overstress these individual years in gauging build
rates over the whole life of a site.

This principle – of a product targeting a different
segment of demand helping boost rates of development
– may similarly apply to the emergent sectors such
as ‘build-to-rent’ or ‘self build’ in locations where there
is a clear market for those products. Conversely,
the potential for starter homes to be provided in
lieu of other forms of affordable housing may overlap
with demand for market housing on some sites, and
will not deliver the kind of cash flow / risk sharing
benefits that comes from disposal of properties to a
Registered Provider.
Figure 9: Affordable housing provision and housing output

Table 1: Peak annual build-out rates compared against average
annual delivery rates on those sites
Peak Annual
Build-Out Rate

Annual Average
Build-Out Rate

Cambourne

620

239

Hamptons

548

224

Eastern Expansion Area

473

268

Cranbrook

419

321

Broughton

409

171

Source: NLP analysis and various AMRs

Affordable Housing Provision
Housing sites with a larger proportion of affordable
homes (meeting the definition in the NPPF) deliver
more quickly, where viable. The relationship appears to
be slightly stronger on large-scale sites (500 units or
more) than on smaller sites (less than 500 units), but
there is a clear positive correlation (Figure 9). For both
large and small-scale sites, developments with 40% or
more affordable housing have a build rate that is around
40% higher compared to developments with 10-19%
affordable housing obligation.
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The relationship between housing delivery and
affordable (subsidised) housing is multi-dimensional,
resting on the viability, the grant or subsidy available
and the confidence of a housing association or
registered provider to build or purchase the property
for management. While worth less per unit than a
full-market property, affordable housing clearly taps
into a different segment of demand (not displacing
market demand), and having an immediate purchaser
of multiple properties can support cash flow and risk
sharing in joint ventures. However, there is potential
that starter homes provided in lieu of other forms of
affordable housing may not deliver the same kind of
benefits to speed of delivery, albeit they may support
viability overall.
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The Timeline of the Build-out Period
Many planners’ housing trajectories show large sites
gradually increasing their output and then remaining
steady, before tailing off at the end. In fact, delivery
rates are not steady. Looking at the first eight years of
development – where the sample size of large sites is
sufficiently high – NLP’s research showed that annual
completions tended to be higher early in the build-out
period before dipping (Figure 10).
For sites with even longer build out periods, this pattern
of peaks and troughs is potentially repeated again
(subject to data confidence issues set out below). This
surge in early completions could reflect the drive for
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Our sample of sites where the development lasted for
more than eight years is too small to draw concrete
findings, but it does flag a few other points. On
extremely large sites that need to span more than
a decade, the development will most likely happen
in phases. The timing and rate of these phases will
be determined by a range of factors including: the
physical layout of the site, the ability to sell the homes;
trigger points for payment for key social and transport
infrastructure obligations; the economic cycle; and
local market issues. Predicting how these factors
combine over a plan period is self-evidently difficult,
but plan makers should recognise the uncertainty and
build in flexibility to their housing trajectories to ensure
they can maintain housing supply wherever possible.

Figure 10: Average annual build-out rate per year of the
build period

Annual delivery (units per year)

rapid returns on capital in the initial phase, and/or
early delivery of affordable housing, with the average
build rate year by year reducing thereafter to reflect
the optimum price points for the prevailing market
demand. Additionally, the longer the site is being
developed, the higher the probability of coinciding with
an economic downturn – obviously a key factor for
sites coming forward over the past decade – which will
lead to a reduction in output for a period.

Development year
Source: NLP analysis

Summary
1.

There is a positive correlation between the strength of the market (as measured by residential land values) and
the average annual build rates achieved.

2.

The annual average build-rate for the largest sites (of 2,000 or more units) is circa 161 dwellings per annum

3.

The rate of delivery increases for larger schemes, reflecting the increased number of sales outlets possible on
large sites. However, this is not a straight line relationship: on average, a site of 2,000 units will not, deliver four
times as fast as a site of 500. This reflects the limits to number of sales outlets possible on a site, and overall
market absorption rates.

4.

There is significant variation from the average, which means some sites can be expected to deliver more (or
less) than this average. However, the highest average build-out rate of all the assessed sites is 321 dwellings
per annum in Cranbrook. But this relates to just three years of data, and the scheme benefitted from significant
government funding to help secure progress and infrastructure. Such factors are not be present in all schemes,
and indeed, the data suggests sites tend to build at a higher rate in initial years, before slowing down in later
phases.

5.

Build rates on sites fluctuate over their life. The highest build rate recorded in a single year is 620 units at
Camborne, but for the duration of the development period the average annual build rate is 239 dwellings.

6.

There is a positive correlation between the percentage of affordable homes built on site and the average annual
delivery of homes with sites delivering 30% or more affordable housing having greater annual average build rates
than sites with lower affordable housing provision. The introduction of different tenures taps into different market
segments, so a build to rent product may similarly boost rates of delivery – where there is a market for it – but
starter homes may have the opposite effect if they are provided in lieu of other forms of affordable homes, and
displace demand for cheaper market homes.
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A Brownfield Land Solution?
The NPPF encourages the effective use of
previously-developed land, and recent Government
announcements suggest increased prioritisation of
development for brownfield sites. Efforts to streamline
the planning process for brownfield sites may also
speed up their delivery. But, is there a difference in how
quickly brownfield sites can come forward compared to
greenfield sites?
Research produced by CPRE and Glenigan in March
201616 suggested that the time between planning
permission being granted and construction work starting
is generally the same for brownfield and greenfield
sites, but suggested that work on brownfield sites is
completed more than six months quicker. However, it
was not clear if this finding was because the greenfield
sites were larger than the equivalent brownfield sites
surveyed in that study. We therefore looked at how lead
in times and build rates compared for large-scale sites
of 500+ dwellings on greenfield and brownfield sites.

The Planning Approval Period
Whether land is brownfield or greenfield does not
impact on the planning approval period. On average,
for all sites, the planning approval period for the
sites delivering 500 dwellings or more is almost
identical at 5.1 years for brownfield and 5.0 years for
greenfield – see Figure 11, although this is skewed
by the very largest sites of 2,000+ units (see Table
2), with brownfield sites in the smaller-size bands
being on average slightly quicker than their greenfield
counterparts (albeit caution is required given the small
sample size for some size bandings).
What the analysis tends to show is that it is the scale of
development – rather than the type of land – which has
the greatest impact on the length of planning process,
and that despite government prioritisation on brownfield
land in the NPPF, this is unlikely to result in significant
further improvements in timescales for delivery.
The time period between gaining a planning approval
and the first delivery of a dwelling is also similar overall.

Figure 11: Previous land use and duration of planning

Table 2: Previous land use and duration of planning approval
period
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Duration (years)

5.0

2.0
1.0
0.0

Brownfield
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Number of sites
in this group

Average Planning
Approval Period

500-999

14

4.5

1,000-1,499

9

5.3

1,500-1,999

7

5.5

2,000+

13

5.0

Total/Average

43

5.0

500-999

16

4.1

1,000-1,499

3

3.3

1,500-1,999

1

4.6

2,000+

7

8.6

Total/Average

27

5.1

Source: NLP analysis

Planning to delivery

Source: NLP analysis
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Site Size
(dwellings)

Brownfield comes first: why brownfield development works CPRE, March 2016

Build-out Rates
There is a more discernible difference between
brownfield and greenfield sites when it comes to the
annual build out rates they achieve, with the analysis in
Figure 12 suggesting that brownfield sites on average
deliver at lower rates than their greenfield counterparts,
both overall and across the different size bandings (see
Table 3) albeit recognising the small sample size for
some sizes of site. On average, the annual build-out rate
of a greenfield site is 128 dwellings per annum, around
50% higher than the 83 per annum average
for brownfield sites.

This may reflect that brownfield sites carry extra costs
(e.g. for remediation) which reduces the scale of
contribution they make to infrastructure and affordable
housing provision (which as shown can boost rates
of delivery).

Figure 12: Previous land use and housing delivery

Table 3: Previous land use by size and average annual build
out rate
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Greenfield Sites

100
80
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Brownfield Sites

Annual delivery (units per year)

120

40
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0

Brownfield

Greenfield

Site Size
(dwellings)

Number of sites
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Average Annual
Build-out Rate

500-999

14

86

1,000-1,499

9

122

1,500-1,999

7

142

2,000+

13

171

Total/Average

43

128

500-999

16

52

1,000-1,499

3

73

1,500-1,999

1

84

2,000+

7

148

Total/Average

27

83

Source: NLP analysis

Source: NLP analysis

Summary
1.

Brownfield and greenfield sites come forward at broadly similar rates, although at the smaller end of the
scale, there does appear to be some ‘bonus’ in speed of decisions for previously-developed land. For the
largest sites (of 2,000+ units) the sample of brownfield sites suggests an extended time period (3.6 years
longer) compared to their equivalent greenfield sites;

2.

Once started, large-scale greenfield sites do deliver homes at a more rapid rate than their brownfield
equivalents, on average 50% quicker.
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Conclusion
There is a growing recognition that large-scale housing
development can and should play a large role in meeting
housing need. Garden towns and villages – planned
correctly – can deliver sustainable new communities and
take development pressure off less sustainable locations
or forms of development.
However, if planners are serious about wanting to
see more homes built each year and achieve the
government’s target of one million by 2020 (or indeed,
deliver the 300,0000 per annum that are needed),
simply allocating a site or granting a permission is not
enough. The Government recognises this: the Minister
for Planning has been quoted as saying that “you cannot
live in a planning permission”.

2.

Planned housing trajectories should be realistic,
accounting and responding to lapse rates, leadin times and sensible build rates. This is likely to
mean allocating more sites rather than less, with
a good mix of types and sizes, and then being
realistic about how fast they will deliver so that
supply is maintained throughout the plan period.
Because no one site is the same – and with
significant variations from the average in terms of
lead-in time and build rates – a sensible approach
to evidence and justification is required.

3.

Spatial strategies should reflect that building
homes is a complex and risky business. Stronger
local markets have higher annual delivery rates,
and where there are variations within districts, this
should be factored into spatial strategy choices.
Further, although large sites can deliver more
homes per year over a longer time period, they
also have longer lead-in times. To secure shortterm immediate boosts in supply – as is required
in many areas – a good mix of smaller sites will be
necessary.

4.

Plans should reflect that – where viable – affordable
housing supports higher rates of delivery. This
principle is also likely to apply to other sectors
that complement market housing for sale, such as
build to rent and self-build (where there is demand
for those products). Trajectories will thus need to
differentiate expected rates of delivery to respond
to affordable housing levels or inclusion of other
market products. This might mean some areas will
want to consider spatial strategies that favour sites
with greater prospects of affordable or other types
of housing delivery. This plays into the wider debate
about support for direct housing delivery for rent
by local government and housing associations and
ensuring a sufficient product mix on sites.

5.

Finally, in considering the pace of delivery, largescale brownfield sites deliver at a slower rate than
do equivalent greenfield sites. The very largest
brownfield sites have also seen very long planning
approval periods. Self-evidently, many brownfield
sites also face barriers to implementation that
mean they do not get promoted in the first place.
In most locations outside our biggest cities, a good
mix of types of site will be required.

Part of the debate has focused on perceptions of ‘land
banking’ – the concept that developers are hoarding
land or slowing down development. Equally, suggestions
have been made that proposals for large-scale
development should be ‘protected’ from competition
from smaller sites or from challenge under five year
land supply grounds. The evidence supporting these
propositions appears limited.
In our view the real concern – outside London, at any
rate – is ensuring planning decisions (including in
plan-making) are driven by realistic and flexible housing
trajectories in the first place, based on evidence and
the specific characteristics of individual sites and local
markets.
Based on the research in this document, we draw five
conclusions on what is required:
1.
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If more homes are to be built, more land needs
to be released and more planning permissions
granted. Confidence in the planning system relies
on this being achieved through local plans that
must be sufficiently ambitious and robust to meet
housing needs across their housing market areas.
But where plans are not coming forward as they
should, there needs to be a fall-back mechanism
that can release land for development when it is
required.

A Checklist for Understanding
Large-scale Site Delivery
In setting or assessing reasonable housing trajectories
for local plans or five year housing land supply, the leadin times and average rates of housing delivery identified
in this research can represent helpful benchmarks or
rules of thumb, particularly in situations where there is
limited local evidence.

However, these rules of thumb are not definitive. It is
clear from our analysis that some sites start and deliver
more quickly than this average, whilst others have
delivered much more slowly. Every site is different.
In considering the evidence justifying the estimated time
and rate of delivery, the questions listed in Table 4 below
represent a checklist of questions that are likely to be
relevant:

Table 4: Questions to consider on the speed of housing delivery on large-scale sites
Lead-in times to getting started on site

Factors affecting the speed of build out rate

•

Is the land in existing use?

•

How large is the site?

•

Has the land been fully assembled?

•

•

If in multiple ownership/control, are the interests of all
parties aligned?

Will the scale, configuration and delivery model for the site
support more sales outlets?

•

How strong is the local market?

•

To what extent is there any challenge to the principle of
development?

•

Does the site tap into local demand from one or more
existing neighbourhoods?

•

Is the site already allocated for development? Does it
need to be in order for release?

•

Is the density and mix of housing to be provided
consistent with higher rates of delivery?

•

Does an SPD, masterplan or development brief help
resolve key planning issues?

•

What proportion of affordable housing is being delivered?

•

Are there other forms of housing – such as build to rent –
included?

•

When will new infrastructure – such as schools – be
provided to support the new community?

•

Are there trigger points or phasing issues that may affect
the build rate achievable in different phases?

•

Is the masterplan/development brief consistent with
what the developer will deliver?

•

Is there an extant planning application or permission?

•

Are there significant objections to the proposal from
local residents?

•

Are there material objections to the proposal from
statutory bodies?

•

Are there infrastructure requirements – such as access
– that need to be in place before new homes can be
built?

•

Are there infrastructure costs or other factors that may
make the site unviable?

•

Does the proposal rely on access to public resources?

•

If planning permission is secured, is reserved matters
approval required?

•

Does the scheme have pre-commencement conditions?

•

Is the scheme being promoted by a developer who will
need time to dispose of the site to a house builder?

Start to Finish
21

518
525
546
550

550

606

626

644

667

700

700

705
718

730
730

750

765
800

800

Gateshead
Knowlsey
Trafford
Hart

Trafford

Gateshead

Lancaster

Northumberland

Gateshead

Gosport

Great Yarmouth

Northumberland
Gateshead

York

Bracknell Forest
Bedford

Basingstoke &
Deane

Eastleigh
Test Valley

Basingstoke &
Deane

Cardiff
Basingstoke &
Deane

Hungate

The Parks
West of Kempston

Land at Popley Fields

Dowds Farm
Abbotswood

Kempshott Park

Prospect Place
Taylors Farm/
Sherfield Park

Brownfield
Greenfield

850

Greenfield

Greenfield
Greenfield

Greenfield

Brownfield
Greenfield

Brownfield

Greenfield
Brownfield

Greenfield

Brownfield

Brownfield

Greenfield

Brownfield

Brownfield

Greenfield

Brownfield
Brownfield
Brownfield
Greenfield

Brownfield

Greenfield

Previous
Use

826

720

507

Chelmsford

504

South
Gloucestershire

Land at Siston Hill

University Campus
Chelmsford
St. James Village
Thingwall Lane
Pamona Docks
Velmead Farm
Land adjoining
Manchester Ship
Canal
Ochre Yards
Former Pontins
Holiday Camp
Land south of
Wansbeck General
Hospital
Staiths South Bank
Rowner Renewal
Project
South Bradwell
(Phase 1)
Land at West Blyth
Northside

Site

Local
Planning
Authority

Site Name

2004/05

2007/08

2000/01

2006/07
2011/12

2006/07

2007/08
2010/11

2008/09

2008/09
1996/97

N/A

2010/11

2003/04

2005/06

2006/07

2001/02

N/A

2000/01
2013/14
N/A
1989/90

N/A

2006/07

Year of first
housing
completion
Yr 1
56

135

79

48

310

190
78

189

30

172

54

105

88
102

43

100

58

104

4

24

22

104

1

16

~

211

Yr 2

79

77

Yr 3
81

229

157

187

118

144

101

16

44

5

89

63

Yr 4
86

213

102

44

186

167

54

164

168

70

~

4

193

96

Yr 5
281

102

126

88

52

Yr 6
50

84

47

44

72

48

209

124

47

0

~

~

424

101

406

57

Yr 7
100

33

66

59

61

~

101

Yr 8
141

24

76

94

113

88

~

130

Yr 9

Build Rates

91

~

74

~

Yr 10

~ = No Data

75

~

102

14

Yr 11
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Appendix 2: Small Sites Reviewed
Site Name

Local Planning Authority

Site Size

Holme Farm, Carleton Road, Pontefract

Wakefield

50

Part Sr3 Site, Off Elizabeth Close, Scotter

West Lindsey

50

Former Downend Lower School, North View, Staple Hill

South Gloucestershire

52

Fenton Grange, Wooler

Northumberland

54

Land at the Beacon, Tilford Road, Hindhead

Waverley

59

Land To Rear Of 28 - 34 Bedale Road, Aiskew

Hambleton

59

Hanwell Fields Development, Banbury

Cherwell

59

Land at Prudhoe Hospital, Prudhoe

Northumberland

60

Oxfordshire County Council Highways Depot

Cherwell

60

Clewborough House School, St Catherines Road

Cherwell

60

Land south of Pinchington Lane

West Berkshire

64

Land Off Cirencester Rd

Stroud

66

Springfield Road Caunt Road

South Kesteven

67

Land off Crown Lane

Wychavon

68

Former Wensleydale School, Dent Street, Blyth

Northumberland

68

Land at Lintham Drive, Kingswood

South Gloucestershire

68

Hawthorn Croft (Off Hawthorn Avenue Old Slaughterhouse Site), Gainsborough

West Lindsey

69

Land to the North of Walk Mill Drive

Wychavon

71

Watermead, Land At Kennel Lane, Brockworth

Tewkesbury

72

North East Area Professional Centre, Furnace Drive, Furnace Green

Crawley

76

Land at Willoughbys Bank, Clayport Bank, Alnwick

Northumberland

76

The Kylins, Loansdean, Morpeth

Northumberland

88

MR10 Site, Caistor Road, Market Rasen

West Lindsey

89

OS Field 9972 York Road Easingwold

Hambleton

93

Land At Green Road - Reading College

Reading

93

North East Sandylands

South Lakeland

94

Auction Mart

South Lakeland

94

Parcel 4, Gloucester Business Park, Brockworth

Tewkesbury

94

Former York Trailers Yafforth Road Northallerton Scheme 1/2

Hambleton

96

Poppy Meadow

Stratford-on-Avon

106

Weeton Road/Fleetwood Road

Fylde

106

Land South of Station Road

East Hertfordshire

111

Former Bewbush Leisure Centre Site, Breezehurst Drive, Bewbush

Crawley

112

Land West Of Birchwood Road, Latimer Close

Bristol, City of

119

Land Between Godsey Lane And Towngate East

South Kesteven

120

Bibby Scientific Ltd

Stafford

120

Kennet Island Phase 1B - E, F, O & Q, Manor Farm Road

Reading

125

Primrose Mill Site

Ribble Valley

126

Land Rear Of Mount Pleasant

Cheshire West and Chester

127

Land to the east of Efflinch Lane

East Staffordshire

130

North of Douglas Road, Kingswood

South Gloucestershire

131

Land at Farnham Hospital, Hale Road, Farnham

Waverley

134

Bracken Park, Land At Corringham Road, Gainsborough

West Lindsey

141

Doxey Road

Stafford

145

Former York Trailers Yafforth Road Northallerton Scheme 2/2

Hambleton

145

Site Name

Local Planning Authority

Site Size

London Road/ Adj. St Francis Close

East Hertfordshire

149

MR4 Site, Land off Gallamore Lane, Market Rasen

West Lindsey

149

Queen Mary School

Fylde

169

Sellars Farm, Sellars Road

Stroud

176

Land South of Inervet Campus Off Brickhill Street, Walton

Milton Keynes

176

Notcutts Nursery, 150 - 152 London Road

Cherwell

182

Hoval Ltd North Gate

Newark and Sherwood

196

Hewlett Packard (Land Adjacent To Romney House), Romney Avenue

Bristol, City of

242

128-134 Bridge Road And Nos 1 - 4 Oldfield Road

Windsor and Maidenhead

242

GCHQ Oakley - Phase 1

Cheltenham

262

Land off Henthorn Road

Ribble Valley

270

Land Between A419 And A417, Kingshill North, Cirencester

Cotswold

270

Hortham Hospital, Hortham Lane, Almondsbury

South Gloucestershire

270

Land At Canons Marsh, Anchor Road

Bristol, City of

272

M & G Sports Ground, Golden Yolk and Middle Farm, Badgeworth

Tewkesbury

273

Long Marston Storage Depot Phase 1

Stratford-on-Avon

284

Land at Brookwood Farm, Bagshot Road

Woking

297

Land at, Badsey Road

Wychavon

298

Land At Fire Service College, London Road, Moreton in Marsh

Cotswold

299

Land At Dorian Road

Bristol, City of

300

Kennet Island Phase 1 - H, M, T, U1, U2 Manor Farm Road

Reading

303

Chatham Street Car Park Complex

Reading

307

Former NCB Workshops, Ellington Rd, Ashington (aka Portland Park)

Northumberland

357

Former Masons Cerement Works and Adjoining Ministry of Defence Land,
Gipping Road, Great Blakenham

Mid Suffolk

365

Woolley Edge Park Site

Wakefield

375

Luneside West

Lancaster

403

Radyr Sidings

Cardiff

421

New World House, Thelwall Lane

Warrington

426

Land at former Battle Hospital, 344 Oxford Road

Reading Borough Council

434

New Central (Land at Guildford Road and Bradfield Close including Network
House, Merrion House, Bradford House and Coronation House

Woking Borough Council

445

Kingsmead South

Milton Keynes Council

450

Bleach Green, Winlaton

Gateshead

456

Farington Park, East of Wheelton Lane

South Ribble

468

Bickershaw Colliery, Plank Lane, Leigh

Wigan

471

Farnborough Business Park

Rushmoor

476

Horfield Estate, Filton Avenue, Horfield

Bristol City Council

485

Stenson Fields

South Derbyshire

487

Cookridge Hospital

Leeds

495
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Chapter 1. Aims of the Review
1.1
My terms of reference require me, by the time of the Budget in the Autumn, to
“explain the significant gap between housing completions and the amount of land allocated
or permissioned in areas of high housing demand, and make recommendations for closing
it”.
1.2
The issue identified by the terms of reference is an important one, since the rate of
build out is one of the determinants of the supply of new housing provided for the nation in
any given year: the output of new housing is determined by the number of homes
permitted and the rate at which those permissions are built out.
1.3
Planning permissions are, of course, given for sites of varying sizes around the
country – and this is as true in areas of high housing need as it is elsewhere. I have,
however, chosen to focus only on the largest sites in areas of high housing need, for two
reasons:
•

the ‘build out rate’ on small sites is intrinsically likely to be quicker than on large
sites; (to take the limiting case, a site with just one house will take only as long to
build out as that house takes to build); and

•

the largest sites are dominated by the major house builders and other major
participants in the residential property market, and it is in relation to these major
firms that concern has been expressed in some quarters about “land banking” and
‘intentional delay’.

1.4
As I made clear in my initial letter to the Chancellor and the Secretary of State for
Housing in March, I have in accordance with my terms of reference focused on the issue
of the build out rate of fully permitted new homes rather than allowing myself to be
distracted by issues related to the speed of the planning system. Much has been done
recently to encourage the granting of more planning permissions for more homes; and I
have inevitably been told much, in the course of my enquiry, about the operation of the
planning system. But I remain convinced, as I was in March, that – notwithstanding the
complex permissioning and re-permissioning that frequently occurs in very large sites – it
is possible to distinguish between a ‘regulatory’ Stage 1, which consists of securing all the
necessary approvals to allow development to commence on at least part of the site, and a
‘build out’ Stage 2, which starts at the moment when the house builder has an
implementable consent and is therefore able to start construction on the site (i.e. has
received either the grant of full planning permission or the first final, detailed planning
permission under reserved matters, and has satisfied all pre-commencement conditions).
1.5
I have accordingly ‘started the clock ticking’ for my enquiries at the beginning of
Stage 2, and have ‘stopped the clock’ at the moment when the last home on the site has
been, or is scheduled to be completed. The amount of time between these two moments is
what I mean by the ‘build out period’. By the ‘build out rate’, I mean the percentage of the
site that is built out on average in each year during the build out period. My aim throughout
the five months of my work to date has been to determine:
•

what the build out rate on large sites in areas of high housing demand actually is;

•

why the rate of build out on these sites is as it is; and
5

•

which factors would be most likely to increase the rate of build out on these sites
without having other, untoward effects.

1.6
As I promised in March, the present Draft Analysis deals exclusively with these
three questions. It is only in the next phase of my work that I shall consider, in the light of
my analysis of build out rates, what policies the Government might adopt to ‘close the gap’
between permissions and homes completed on the largest sites and hence to increase the
overall rate at which land allocated for housing is converted into new homes. I will present
my recommendations on this to the Chancellor and the Housing Secretary at the time of
the Budget in the Autumn.

6

Chapter 2. Process of the Review
2.1
I have conducted my investigation independently from the Government, but have
been assisted both by a team of seconded officials from HMT and MHCLG and by an
expert and senior panel consisting of:
•

Richard Ehrman,

•

Lord Gadhia,

•

Lord Hutton of Furness,

•

Baroness Prashar, and

•

Professor Christine Whitehead.

2.2
Accompanied by my team, and on some occasions by members of the expert
panel, I have visited and collected data on 15 large sites (ranging from over 1,000 homes
to over 15,000 homes and together providing over 70,000 homes) in areas of very high
housing demand (measured by a ratio of more than seven to one between the median
house prices and median earnings). Five of these sites are in Greater London; of the
remaining ten sites, nine are in the south of England because this is where there is
typically the highest demand for housing; the tenth is in an area of the Northwest where
there is exceptionally high demand. I have also visited one smaller site in an area of the
West Midlands where there is high demand, and one large site in the home counties that is
at too early a stage for the data to be meaningful, but which provided interesting qualitative
insights to which I refer in Chapter 4. During the course of these visits, I have met large
numbers of representatives of builders, local authorities, development companies and
other organisations involved in the development of the sites. Records of the information
conveyed at these site meetings are provided in Annex C.
2.3
In order to gain a sense of the contrasts and similarities between the way that very
large sites are handled in England and the way that they are handled in comparable
European countries, I have in addition visited a number of such sites in Germany and the
Netherlands. The records of these meetings are provided in Annex D.
2.4
With my team, I have analysed the detailed, site-specific data provided by each of
the sites visited in England. The results are presented in a series of charts and graphs in
Annex A. To cross-check whether the data gathered from the inevitably limited number of
detailed site visits was out of line with other data-sets, I have (with the help of the Mayor of
London) compared the results of my own investigations with results derived from the
Molior data-set for sites of over 500 homes in Greater London and with their smaller dataset for sites of over 1,000 homes. The results from this cross-check are also presented in
relevant graphs in Annex A.
2.5
The methods used to collect, verify and analyse data are described in a note by
officials which is provided in Annex B. I should emphasise that, in the course of our work,
we have been somewhat dismayed by the paucity of publicly available data on land
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holdings and build out rates. I recognise that the Government has commissioned work to
make options and other agreements on land transparent by ensuring that they are
recorded at the Land Registry; I urge Ministers to expedite this work so far as possible. I
also urge MHCLG to ensure that the work that they have commissioned to construct a
national database of build out rates on large sites is accelerated, and to take forward the
proposal in the recent White Paper that house builders should provide data on build out
rates.
2.6
I have, in addition, accumulated and absorbed a range of published materials, listed
in Annex E, and have held a large number of meetings to gather evidence from:

2.7

•

local authorities,

•

non-government organisations,

•

housing associations,

•

Homes England,

•

house builders,

•

promoters,

•

investors,

•

lenders,

•

consultancies,

•

planners and planning lawyers,

•

land agents,

•

representative and membership organisations,

•

utilities,

•

utility regulators,

•

market analysts,

•

economists and other experts,

•

materials suppliers, and

•

training providers.
Records of my meetings with these stakeholders are provided in Annex D.

8

Chapter 3. Build out rates on large sites
3.1
The quantitative results of our investigation into 15 very large sites in areas of high
housing demand are stark. As illustrated in graph AX25 of Annex A, reproduced below, the
median build out period for these sites from the moment when the house builder has an
implementable consent is 15.5 years:
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3.2
To put this another way, as illustrated in graph AX24 of Annex A, reproduced below,
the median percentage of the site built out each year on average through the build out
period in one of these 15 large sites is 6.5%:
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3.3
When we compare these figures with the figures derived from the Molior data-set
for sites of over 500 homes in Greater London and with their smaller data-set for sites of
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over 1,000 homes, we find that our sites are not atypical and indeed are, if anything, being
built out at a faster rate than other large sites in London. This is illustrated in graph AX27
of Annex A, reproduced below:
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3.4
There is, moreover, a clear, negative (though not overwhelmingly strong)
relationship between the size of the site and the percentage of the site built out each year;
as illustrated by graph AX34 of Annex A, reproduced below, all three data-sets suggest
that the larger the site, the more likely it is to have a low build out rate. It is worth
emphasising this point: very large sites will almost always deliver a higher absolute
number of homes per year than large sites with only a few thousand homes in total; but the
proportion of the site built out each year is likely to be smaller.
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Chapter 4. Fundamental explanations
4.1
This brings us to the question: why does it take so long to build out these large
sites?
4.2
In my letter to the Chancellor and the Secretary of State of 9 March, I set out in the
following terms what then appeared to me to be the fundamental explanation for the
phenomenon:
The fundamental driver of build out rates once detailed planning permission is
granted for large sites appears to be the ‘absorption rate’ – the rate at which newly
constructed homes can be sold into (or are believed by the house builder to be able
to be sold successfully into) the local market without materially disturbing the
market price. The absorption rate of homes sold on the site appears, in turn, to be
largely determined at present by the type of home being constructed (when ‘type’
includes size, design, context and tenure) and the pricing of the new homes built.
The principal reason why house builders are in a position to exercise control over
these key drivers of sales rates appears to be that there are limited opportunities for
rivals to enter large sites and compete for customers by offering different types of
homes at different price-points and with different tenures.
When a large house builder occupies the whole (or even a large part) of a large
site, the size and style (and physical context) of the homes on offer will typically be
fairly homogeneous. We have seen examples of some variation in size, style and
context on some large sites; but the variations have not generally been great. It has
become apparent to us that, when major house builders talk about the absorption
rates on a large site being affected by “the number of outlets”, they are typically
referring not only to the physical location of different points of sale on the site, but
also and more importantly to differences in the size and style (and context) of the
products being offered for open market sale in different parts of the site. Even
these relatively slight variations are clearly sufficient to create additional demand –
and hence additional absorption, leading to a higher rate of build out.
It is also clear from our investigation of large sites that differences of tenure are
critical. The absorption of the ‘affordable homes’ (including shared ownership
homes) and of the ‘social rented housing’ on large sites is regarded universally as
additional to the number of homes that can be sold to the open market in a given
year on a given large site. We have seen ample evidence from our site visits that
the rate of completion of the ‘affordable’ and ‘social rented’ homes is constrained by
the requirement for cross-subsidy from the open market housing on the site. Where
the rate of sale of open market housing is limited by a given absorption rate for the
character and size of home being sold by the house builder at or near to the price of
comparable second-hand homes in the locality, this limits the house builder receipts
available to provide cross-subsidies. This in turn limits the rate at which the house
builder will build out the ‘affordable’ and ‘social rented’ housing required by the
Section 106 Agreement – at least in the case of large sites where the non-market
housing is either mixed in with the open market housing as an act of conscious
policy (as we have frequently found) or where the non-market housing is sold to the
housing association at a price that reflects only construction cost (as we have also
seen occurring). If freed from these supply constraints, the demand for ‘affordable’
homes (including shared ownership) and ‘social rented’ accommodation on large
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sites would undoubtedly be consistent with a faster rate of build out. And we have
heard, also, that the demand for private rented accommodation at full open market
rents (the scale of which is at present uncertain) would be largely additional to,
rather than a substitute for, demand for homes purchased outright on the open
market.
4.3
The further work we have done since 9 March, and the further evidence we have
heard, has done nothing to alter my view that the homogeneity of the types and tenures of
the homes on offer in these sites, and the limits on the rate at which the market will absorb
such homogenous products, are the fundamental drivers of the slow rate of build out.
Indeed, our further work has reinforced this view.
4.4
In March, I promised to ask three questions arising from this fundamental analysis –
namely:
•

what are the implications of changing the absorption rate for the current business
model of major house builders if the gross development value of sites starts to
deviate from the original assumptions that underpin the land purchase?

•

would the absorption rate be different if the reliance on large sites to deliver local
housing were reduced? And

•

would the absorption rate, and hence the build out rate be different if large sites
were ‘packaged’ in ways that led to the presence on at least part of the site of:
o other types of house builder offering different products in terms of size, pricepoint and tenure? Or
o the major house builders offering markedly differing types of homes and/or
markedly different tenures themselves?

4.5

As a result of our further work, I am now in a position to answer these questions.

Implications of gross development value deviating from
assumptions of land purchase
4.6
Turning first to the question of value, I have concluded that it would not be sensible
to attempt to solve the problem of market absorption rates by forcing the major house
builders to reduce the prices at which they sell their current, relatively homogenous
products. This would, in my view, create very serious problems not only for the major
house builders but also, potentially, for the housing market and hence the economy as a
whole.
4.7
To understand this dynamic, one needs to grasp the way in which pricing and land
values for large permitted sites are established.
4.8
The Royal Institution of Chartered Surveyors publishes a ‘red book’ which has
become the ‘bible’ for surveyors and land agents when they are required for any purpose
or by any client to value land. This ‘red book’, though large and complicated in detail,
contains what is in principle a very simple instruction – viz. that the valuer should start with
the assumption that the open market sale value of a new home of a given kind and size in
a given location will be close to that of a second-hand home of the same or similar kind
and size in the same or similar location – perhaps with some slight premium for the new
home to represent the extent of the depreciation on the second-hand home and, of course,
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with a further assumption about the expected average rate of house price inflation across
the anticipated period to completion.
4.9
It is not difficult to see why the RICS has reached this view. Clearly, an individual or
family seeking to buy a home in a particular location is able to compare the cost of two
alternatives – buying something newly constructed or buying something second-hand.
Accordingly, the open market value of a marginal newly constructed home (the price that
can be reached between a price-maximising willing seller and a price-minimising willing
buyer) will bear some close relation to the price of a comparable second-hand home in the
same location.
4.10 There is, however, a crucial assumption lying behind this method of valuation:
namely, that the supply of new homes in the locality is not going to be sufficiently large to
have any noticeable effect on the supply and demand balance in that local housing
market, and is therefore not going to have any noticeable impact on the open market value
of second-hand homes in that locality. Only if this assumption holds good, will the marginal
valuation principle hold true. In other words, the standard method of valuation for new
housing used by all reputable valuers in the UK bakes in the assumption that local housing
markets will not be ‘flooded’ with new homes to the point where the current prices of
second-hand homes in the local market are forced downwards.
4.11 But the significance of the valuation method goes beyond the baking in of this
assumption about the number of new homes built in a locality in a given period – because
it also forms the basis for land valuation.
4.12 We have heard from a range of participants in different parts of the housing industry
that, when house builders come to buy land for development, they typically do so on the
basis of a so-called ‘residual value’ calculation. This calculation starts with an estimate of
the open market value of the new homes that can be built on the site (i.e. a value close to
the current value of comparable second-hand homes in that local market) multiplied by the
number of homes of that value that are expected to be built on the site under the outline
planning permission. The expected costs of construction (including return on equity, costs
of debt, infrastructure and policy/regulatory requirements) are then subtracted from this
‘gross development value’ to yield a ‘residual value’ that should be attributed to the land
and the outline planning permission.
4.13 It appears that, in some cases, this method of valuation is directly applied by
independent valuers to settle a price for the land under the terms of an option agreement
that the house builder has with a landowner. In other cases, a landowner or promoter may
auction the land with outline planning permission. Or an auction may be held in order to
determine an open market price for the land that will form the basis for the price that has to
be paid by a house builder who holds an option if the house builder wishes to exercise that
option. But we have heard from everyone we have talked to in the industry about these
processes that, in all of these forms of land sale, the starting point of all participants is the
residual value calculation. And that residual value calculation always starts with the
assumed open market value of new homes in the local area – which is always
fundamentally driven by the prices of comparable second-hand homes in the local area,
and hence by the assumption that the number of new homes built in any given year in that
area will not be large enough to put downward pressure on the price of second-hand
homes in the area.
4.14 Once a house builder working on a large site has paid a price for the land that is
based on the assumption that the sale value of the new homes will be close to the current
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value of second-hand homes in the locality, the house building company is not inclined to
build more homes of a given type in any given year on that site than can be sold by the
company at that value; and the house builder’s first customers (and indeed their mortgage
lenders) may tend to be unenthusiastic if they see the prospect of homes of the same type
on the same site being sold in such quantities as to reduce the prices obtained for those
homes in the market after they have bought their own homes.
4.15 The value-unaffecting rate of sale that avoids all of these effects is what the house
builders, the land agents, the council planners – and indeed independent commentators
such as the OFT – call the ‘absorption rate’ for homes on a large site by the local market.
They do not actually mean the absolute absorption rate in the sense of the rate at which
the market will absorb the homes at any price, or even the construction-cost-relative
absorption rate at which the market will absorb the homes if they are sold at or near to the
cost of construction (including the cost of capital). They mean, instead, the rate at which
new homes can be absorbed without reducing the price of the homes below the price
assumed for the purposes of the land valuation.
4.16 We have heard, likewise, that these same principles and assumptions are built into
the business plans of the house builders and the development assessments prepared for
the house builders by the land agents. So it is natural that the whole process of
construction by large house builders on a large site should thereafter be based on the
same assumptions: we have found in all of our site visits that the pattern of phasing and
financing is adapted to fit the rate at which it is believed that the new homes can be
absorbed by the local market without contradicting the pricing assumptions built into the
house builder’s business model, and hence without affecting the sale prices of secondhand homes in that market. The same applies to the arrangements made for the provision
of labour, materials, utilities, progressive remediation and site infrastructure; all of these
are organised around the expected ‘absorption rate’ for the kind of homes being sold by
the house builder at the price baked into the land value.

Increasing build out rates by reducing reliance on large sites
4.17 It seems sensible to ask whether we could hope to increase build out rates in high
pressure areas by reducing reliance on very large sites. Would the use of more smaller
sites (and hence the presence of more builders) increase output?
4.18 There is evidence from our statistical investigation to back the common sense
intuition that smaller sites will tend to build out a greater proportion of the site each year
than larger sites – at least once they begin to be built out at all. And the theoretical underpinning of this proposition is not difficult to find. We have been told repeatedly that the
market absorption rate for a given type of home is to some considerable degree highly
location-specific: there is a given depth of market at a given price for a given type of home
of a given tenure in this particular place. Move only a little way away and you enter a
slightly different market, composed at least partly of people with somewhat differing
patterns of life which make that other place more attractive to them. Hence, all else being
equal, one might expect two homes, only one of which would sell at a given time at the
given price on large site A, to be sold simultaneously at the same price on two smaller
sites, B and C.
4.19 There are two principal ways in which we could increase the number of small sites.
The first would be to find some means of “packaging” large sites into smaller sites. The
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second would be to use the planning system to encourage the use of more “naturally”
smaller sites.
4.20 Although not within the scope of my Review, there may well be advantages in
attempting to adopt the second approach by encouraging the use of more individual small
sites within local planning authority land supply plans. But there are reasons to believe that
doing this without also increasing the rate of build out on large sites by “packaging” those
sites in ways that increase the variety of supply is not desirable. The reasons are that:
•

to increase housing supply as a whole over the long-term, we require increased
infrastructure – and it is often the large sites that unlock values and short-term
demand sufficiently great to support major new infrastructure with the help of
grants, Section 106 agreements and the like; it is true that small sites typically
require less additional infrastructure than large sites – but an attempt to fund all
needed major new local infrastructure through Community Infrastructure Levies
(CILs) collected from a multitude of small developments would require more effort
from most local authorities in areas of high housing need;

•

to meet the needs of people seeking homes in high pressure areas, we need both
high rates of build out and high levels of allocation. Reliance exclusively on smaller
sites requires local authorities in their local plans to pick a multitude of small fights –
whereas many planners and councillors have told us that it is often far easier to pick
a few, larger fights; although the National Planning Policy Framework has enabled
some unallocated sites to receive planning permission where five year land supplies
are not at the required levels, it would be an unfortunate irony if the effect of efforts
to improve build out rates by concentrating exclusively on smaller sites actually led
to reduced allocations in some local authority areas; and

•

given that, in many areas, we have seen very large sites that are clearly suitable for
development (e.g. major brownfield sites of derelict post-industrial land), it seems
counter-productive (to the point of absurdity) to allow only small bits of them to be
developed at any one time in order to accelerate build out rates; the rate on
permitted sites might well (indeed, probably would) increase sharply – but the rate
of build out across the remainder of the undeveloped brownfield land still begging to
be developed would, paradoxically, reduce to zero.

4.21 My conclusion is that we cannot rely solely on small individual sites. This cannot be
a question of “either / or”. We will continue to need more new housing both on smaller
sites and on large sites.

Differentiating products to address differing markets
4.22 This brings us to the question whether the problem of slow build out rates on large
sites could be accelerated by means of increased differentiation within these sites.
4.23 Given my conclusion that the current low build out rates are caused by the
restricted market absorption rates of the fairly homogeneous products typically being
constructed at present by the major house builders on the largest sites, it seems natural to
seek some means of achieving differentiation within sites. If this were achieved, it is
intuitively plausible that a range of markets (each with their own absorption rates) could be
addressed simultaneously, thereby accelerating the overall rate of build out.
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4.24 But is this intuition an insight into the truth, or an illusion? Is the market for one type
of dwelling with one type of tenure in a given place sufficiently separate from the market
for other types of dwelling and other types of tenure on the same site to make
simultaneous disposal of differentiated products possible?
4.25 I have not been able to find any conclusive numerical evidence of the extent of
separation or overlap between the markets for different products on the same site.
However, I have been able to observe some strong reasons for supposing that the degree
of product separation is considerable, and that the degree of product overlap is relatively
slight:
•

it is a truth universally acknowledged that, in areas of high demand, the high ratio of
house prices to incomes creates a serious problem of affordability; accordingly, for
each individual or family that can afford to buy a home of a certain style and size on
a given site in such an area, there will be other individuals or families who might like
to live on that site, but who cannot afford to buy such a home at the price of such
homes set by the local second-hand market; for such individuals or families, there
are only two choices – to go elsewhere, or to obtain a home that has a different cost
because it is of a different type or of a different tenure; and this alone is enough to
imply that the market in any one site is tiered rather than homogeneous;

•

I have been told, on every one of my site visits, that the need for social rented
housing is far from exhausted; my interlocutors have regularly used phrases such
as ‘virtually unlimited’ to describe the demand for such housing; and this, too,
strongly implies that, in areas of high housing pressure at least, the market for
social rented property is separate from the price-constrained market for open
market sales of family-sized homes;

•

on those visited sites where there was a significant amount of property being
offered in the private rented sector, it has been repeatedly explained to me by those
responsible for marketing homes on the site that the people seeking such rented
property arrive seeking this particular form of tenure, due to whatever
circumstances make it more appropriate for them than either open market purchase
or social renting; how deep this market currently is outside the major cities, is
currently in some doubt – but I have seen evidence that institutional investors are
able to have private rented sector properties constructed simultaneously with
properties for sale on the same site, and are able to dispose of them
simultaneously, even in out-of-town locations; this, again, strongly suggests that the
private rented sector is essentially a separate market;

•

given these points about the separation of the social rented and private rented
markets from the market for open market sales, I have not been surprised to find
developers regularly telling me that they also have no difficulty disposing of
‘affordable’ rented properties at various discounts simultaneously with open market
sales; on no occasion has it been suggested to me that there was any serious
competition between homes offered with these four types of tenure (open market
sale, open market private rented, discounted or ‘affordable’ rented and ‘social’
rented), implying that the markets for each are largely complementary rather than
overlapping;

•

the same seems clearly true of specialised housing for particular groups such as
nurses, students or retirement living; I have seen significant amounts of housing of
these kinds built right next to some of the sites I have visited, without any
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suggestion from those marketing the visited sites that the specialised properties
competed with the non-specialised newly built properties – once again, suggesting
the existence of largely complementary, rather than significantly overlapping
markets;
•

in discussions both in the UK and in the Netherlands, it has become clear to me that
there is a particular and separate market also for custom-build and self-build
homes. The resistance to including such homes on large sites at present is
considerable in some quarters; but both those who welcome (and provide) these
more customised types of housing and those who resist them appear to agree that
they suit a different clientele, who would not be attracted to the more uniform homes
constructed on so many of our large sites at present. This, too, suggests the
existence of separate markets;

•

I have heard much the same said repeatedly about the market for shared ownership
of various kinds; we have received testimony suggesting that this form of tenure is
likely to become more established and more accepted both by the housing
associations and by private investors – and it seems clear that it is a mixed tenure
that will be attractive to purchasers somewhat different from those who are attracted
either by outright sales or purely rented properties;

•

I have learned that different types of builder, constructing different types of building,
have different business models – and are clearly aiming to satisfy the demands of
different market niches; for example, those building high rise flats (which are
inevitably constructed in one fell swoop) are typically seeking a high proportion
either of individual buy-to-let investors or institutional investors in the Private Rented
Sector, whereas SME house builders typically have a very different set of
customers in mind; and

•

finally, I have been told many times by those engaged in marketing homes on large
sites that the choice of a newly built home is much influenced not only by ‘hard’
facts such as location, size, price and tenure-type, but also by ‘soft’ facts such as
architecture, interior design, garden, setting and surrounding landscape or streetscape; and this is entirely natural, as the choice of where to live is in part an
aesthetic matter of huge significance to those (very many) of us who care about our
surroundings as much as we care about almost any other aspect of our daily lives;
accordingly, it seems extraordinarily likely that the presence of more variety in these
aesthetic characteristics would create more, separate markets than can be created
within the high degree of uniformity that characterises many (though not all) of the
large sites that we have visited.

4.26 For all of these reasons, I conclude that if either the major house builders
themselves, or others, were to offer much more housing of varying types, designs and
tenures (and, indeed, more distinct settings, landscapes and street-scapes) on the large
sites and if the resulting variety matched appropriately the desires of the people wanting to
live in each particular part of the country, then the overall absorption rates – and hence the
overall build out rates – could be substantially accelerated. The policy levers required to
bring this about without damaging the economics of individual sites or the financial
sustainability of the major house builders are topics for the second phase of my work, on
which I shall report at the time of the Budget. But the shape of the outcome at which we
should aim is, I think, clear from the work we have already done: to obtain more rapid
building out of the largest sites, we need more variety within those sites.
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Chapter 5. Other potential constraints
5.1
In my letter to the Chancellor and the Housing Secretary of 9 March, I promised to
provide an assessment of the extent to which the rate of build out on very large sites might
be held back by constraints other than the market absorption rate, if that binding constraint
were removed. In particular, I said that I would consider the effects on build out rates that
could be caused by:
•

lack of transport infrastructure,

•

difficulties of land remediation,

•

delayed installations by utility companies,

•

constrained site logistics,

•

limited availability of capital,

•

limited supplies of building materials, and

•

limited availability of skilled labour.

5.2
In the course of the further work that I have undertaken since 9 March, I have
looked in some detail at all of these issues, and have come to conclusions about the
extent to which they could currently hold back, or might in future hold back rates of build
out on large sites. I have also looked at one further issue, namely:
•

alleged intentional “land banking” on the part of major house builders.

Lack of transport infrastructure
5.3
The time taken to provide major new transport infrastructure has certainly had a
major impact on the speed of development in a number of the sites that I have studied. In
some cases, the opportunity to develop housing was an outcome envisaged only after
rapid transport links were installed for other reasons: the Olympic Park, North Greenwich
and Ebbsfleet are cases in point – where rail links to central London were built,
respectively, for the Olympics, the Millennium Dome and HS1, thereby opening up the
possibility of major housing development that would not otherwise, in all probability, have
occurred. In each of these cases, the building of the rail link took a considerable time. We
have also seen a limited number of cases in which delays in provision of smaller local
transport infrastructure (e.g. roundabouts, link roads and new rail stations) have caused a
delay in the start of construction on site. But an outstanding example of delays in housing
caused by delayed infrastructure is Barking Riverside – where a considerable period of
time was spent considering whether to construct (and eventually deciding not to construct)
an extension of the Docklands Light Railway. During the whole of this period, the large
housing project at Barking Riverside was stalled; it moved forward only after the failed
DLR proposition was replaced by a definite decision to extend the London Overground to
reach the site (at far lower cost).
5.4
But these examples of the importance of new transport infrastructure, which are
matched by several less dramatic examples in other large sites that I have visited, share
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the characteristic that they do not, in general, appear to have had any effect on the build
out rate during the periods at which I have been looking. My clock starts ticking only after
the first implementable permission has been received – and, by this time, almost always,
the major infrastructure issues have been sorted out. This is partly a feature of the
planning system: typically, final permission to proceed with a large new site is not given
until the transport infrastructure will enable the new inhabitants to take up residence
without causing undue pressure on existing infrastructure. And it is partly a feature of the
market: developers and builders do not generally seek final permits to build homes in
places which cannot easily be accessed, because such homes are unlikely to be attractive
to potential customers. Accordingly, whilst it seems clear (and an enormously important
point) that faster resolution of major infrastructure issues would be likely to bring forward
the dates at which new major housing construction sites could be opened up, this is largely
a separate question from the acceleration of the narrowly defined ‘build out rates’ (from
first implementable permission to final completion) on which I have focused, because
(although later phases of development are sometimes contingent on the provision of
further infrastructure) I have not found any notable example of delay in infrastructure
affecting the rate of build out once construction has begun.
5.5
I accordingly welcome the effect on the release of new large housing sites that is
likely to arise from the significant steps that have been taken in recent years to accelerate
the provision of major new infrastructure (including the introduction of National Policy
Statements for infrastructure and the establishment of the National Infrastructure
Commission). I strongly urge Ministers to work collectively across government to ensure
that the construction of major infrastructure is driven by the need to release large,
allocated sites for development; this will require more effective coordination between the
various government departments, agencies and private sector operators involved in
providing infrastructure. But I do not believe that these steps, or any further (desirable)
steps that may be taken in future to increase the speed of delivery of major new transport
infrastructure, will have any noticeable impact on the particular question of the build out
rates achieved on large sites between the time when the first implementable permission is
received and the time when the last home is completed.

Difficulties of land remediation
5.6
In the course of visiting and studying the development of large “brownfield” sites, I
have seen several examples of the costs and difficulties that can be caused by the need to
remediate land before construction can begin. It is clear that, where a site has previously
been used either by long-present heavy industry or by other, more specialised
contaminators such as the MoD, such remediation is likely to be required – and the
(entirely appropriate) regulatory requirements mean that the remedial work is likely to be
both expensive and prolonged. Perhaps the outstanding example of this amongst those
large sites I have seen is at Nine Elms, where the need for remediation of the former
Battersea power station has clearly imposed very considerable financial burdens on a
succession of developers.
5.7
But in such cases, as with major transport infrastructure, the remedial work is
typically (and rightly) required before the first implementable permission to build homes is
received. So (although remediation may in some cases continue through several phases
of construction and may well affect the timing of capital requirements on a large brownfield
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site) it does not tend to affect the rate of build out that I have been examining; starting the
clock at the point of first implementable permission, I have been unable to find any
systemic contrast between the rate of build out on large “greenfield” sites that require no
remedial work and the rate of build out on large “brownfield” sites that have required
intensive remediation before the housing construction could commence.

Delayed installations by utility companies
5.8
I have received somewhat conflicting evidence about the effect, or lack of effect, of
utility connections on build out rates.
5.9
The house builders that we have met on the large sites studied have repeatedly
complained about the impediments caused by slow responses from utility companies.
5.10 In discussion with the utility providers, we were told, on the contrary, that these
problems arose from insufficient clarity, coordination, and notice on the part of the house
builders. The providers took the view that a period of between nine months and two years
was needed in order to plan significant additions to utility networks, and complained that
this timetable is often not respected by the house builders and developers. (The Olympic
Delivery Authority was cited as a shining exception and as a developer who gave full and
adequate notice.)
5.11 Discussions with the utility regulators made clear that some of the reason for this
conflict of views probably arises from the difficulty of distinguishing between infrastructure
that will be paid for by utility customers, and infrastructure that needs to be paid for by
house builders and developers; it also became apparent there remains some lack of clarity
about the point at which a utility regulator will recognise a development as being
sufficiently certain to permit assets constructed in relation to that development to be added
to the regulatory asset base of the relevant utility. We also heard on some sites that there
can be very different views between local and national levels within the utility companies.
5.12 However, despite this rather messy scene – which I believe definitely and urgently
requires further attention across government – I have not in fact been able to find any
substantial evidence that delays in the provision of utility connections have caused delays
in build out once the first implementable permission has been received. My impression is
that such problems as there are in dealing with utilities mainly increase the complexity and
“bother” of development rather than impeding build out – and that, to the extent that
significant utility infrastructure does cause substantial delay, this typically occurs before
the point at which a very large site begins to be built out. For example, we discovered that,
at the very large Nine Elms development in central London, it had proved necessary to
submit a new planning application to remove an intended electricity sub-station due to late
confirmation from the utility providers that the sub-station in question could be provided at
an alternative site – thereby delaying the date of the implementable planning permission
rather than lengthening the build out period.
5.13 In short, I conclude that the serious problem of utility provision for some sites falls
broadly into the same category as the problem of transport infrastructure. Neither is
directly relevant to the focus of my Review, but both require attention from government. I
urge Ministers to establish a cross-government taskforce to address the provision of utility
infrastructure for large sites at a pace that permits development on those sites to
commence faster than at present.

20

Constrained site logistics
5.14 When I began my investigations, I imagined that the complexities of managing large
sites might have a major impact on the rates at which such sites are built out. And I have
found some instances in which the management of the site has clearly imposed
constraints of certain sorts. For example, it has been pointed out to me in the course of
several site visits that the developers recognised the need to avoid building simultaneously
in all directions around the early inhabitants who had moved into one particular part of the
site, lest their lives be made intolerable.
5.15 But I have been impressed both by the highly professional way in which the major
house builders have learned to manage large sites so as to permit efficient construction
without imposing unduly on the inhabitants, and by the lack of any evidence (outside highly
constrained inner-city settings) that site logistics in fact currently impede the overall rate of
build out on these sites. My impression has been that, if a faster rate of build out were
thought to be feasible for other reasons, developers and major house builders would have
all the capabilities required to organise entry to (and working on) different parts of large
sites simultaneously in a way that is compatible both with efficient construction and with
making life tolerable for early inhabitants.

Limited availability of capital
5.16 Capital constraints are sometimes advanced as reasons for slow development of
housing – and I was therefore keen to find out whether there was any evidence of such
restrictions on finance creating limits to the speed of build out on large sites.
5.17 Somewhat to my surprise, neither discussions with industry participants nor
discussions with those involved in providing finance have furnished any evidence that such
constraints are biting at present. It has, on the contrary, become clear that:
•

The major house builders have capital structures with very low gearing. They are
able to obtain large lines of credit to fund working capital requirements; but they
rarely use this as a means of obtaining long-term debt finance, because at present
their cash flow is typically sufficient to repay such loans in-year.

•

The major house builders also have access, through structured project-financing, to
debt finance for housing construction projects at low rates of interest, and over a
term sufficient to fund a given phase of a given development. Because of their own
strong cash positions, they do not currently appear to have any difficulty providing
the cash required to fund the equity component of such projects.

•

There are both major clearing banks and providers of non-bank finance who have
appetite for increased lending to well-structured housing construction projects at
present. We were told that the entry of challenger banks and of institutional
investors had made this an increasingly competitive market for the lenders –
suggesting a ready supply for the borrowers. We did not receive any evidence of
inhibitions being caused at present by macro-prudential supervision.

•

Both housing associations and commercial institutional investors have told us that
they have appetite and equity finance available for considerable expansion into the
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rented sector – but are currently held back by lack of access to large sites on which
to build homes for rent.
•

SME builders (who are not typically present on very large sites at the moment) are
no longer able to obtain the straightforward balance sheet financing that they used
to obtain from the high street banks, and are therefore driven back to project
financing. We have been told that this frequently limits their capacity to engage in
multiple transactions simultaneously, as each project requires a substantial equity
component – but we were told by the lenders themselves that they are willing to
provide the support and expertise required to enable SMEs to engage in project
finance. I conclude that, if SMEs were more able to obtain a place on very large
sites, they (unlike the major house builders) would probably begin to experience
financing constraints that would require some attention.

•

On the demand side, we were told that the only financial constraints for people
seeking ordinary open-market purchases were the affordability of property in high
pressure areas and the ability of potential purchasers to raise cash for deposits – in
relation to which, we were also told by builders, estate agents and lenders that on
large sites the availability of financial assistance through the Help to Buy scheme
for first time buyers plays a role in supporting open market sales at prevailing
prices. I have not reviewed the role of the Help to Buy scheme more generally, but
have found no evidence of any rationing of mortgages for buyers who were able to
meet the regulatory tests of affordability.

•

Also on the demand side, we were told that shared ownership mortgages – though
somewhat more complicated because of the requirement for close cooperation
between the housing association or other landlord and the lender – are available in
the market place both from the big mortgage lenders and from a handful of regional
building societies. Though there are no doubt limits to the exposure that any one
financial institution wishes to have to this particular risk, we were told that such
mortgages do not at present have higher default rates than the traditional mortgage
market, and are likely to be financeable in significantly greater quantities than at
present if and when more shared ownership homes are made available on large
sites.

Limited supplies of building materials
5.18 I am aware, from my experience in government shortly after the 2008/9 crash, that
the supply of adequate building materials can be a significant barrier to construction. I was
consequently anxious to find out whether there is any evidence of such constraints
operating at present, or being likely to operate if rates of build out on the large sites (and
hence rates of construction as a whole) were to rise significantly. I am pleased to report
that I have not found any such evidence. So far as the future is concerned, even if rates of
housing construction were to rise as the Government hopes and plans, I see little reason
to expect that supply of building materials will be unable to keep pace.
5.19 I was told that sufficient quantities of steel, glass and timber could be obtained. In
relation to ceramic construction materials, likewise, there appeared to be sufficient
capacity through domestic production and imports to meet demand – though it was made
clear to me that investment in further domestic capacity would depend upon the industry
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having a clear line of sight to new levels of demand from house builders before taking
steps such as securing long-term licences for clay assets.
5.20 The tightest relevant supply market appears to be in bricks. I received conflicting
accounts of the operation of the brick supply chain from brick makers and house builders –
with each blaming the other for inefficient supply or procurement practices. I was told that
existing UK factories in existing configurations are currently producing at capacity, with
roughly 20% of the total current supply being met from use of stock by merchants and from
imports; it was felt by the brick industry participants with whom I spoke that construction
growth in northern continental countries could put pressure on import prices. However, I
was also told that – if there were a clear demand for increased numbers of bricks –
changing shift patterns and increasing the number of production lines within existing
factories could increase capacity by 10-15% in under a year, and that new factories could
be built within about three years, and that substitutes such as concrete bricks could be
introduced.
5.21 My conclusion is that, if there is a reasonable level of assurance about the future
levels of building materials required, investment in increased domestic production of all the
materials is likely to follow – with any gaps in the interim being filled by imports. In the
medium term, it is also likely that the increasing move towards so-called modern methods
of construction such as modular (‘factory’) production of components for new houses will
reduce dependence on particular items (such as bricks) that might otherwise be
temporarily in short supply if the rate of construction were to accelerate rapidly.

Limited availability of skilled labour
5.22 In general, the picture I have gained of the supply of skilled labour for house
construction is similar to that for construction finance and building materials.
5.23 There seems little doubt that the availability and price of labour is a significant
concern for the major house builders. More than 20% of members of the Federation of
Master Builders reported shortages in thirteen different types of skilled labour, and the
Royal Institution of Chartered Surveyors shows 40-60% of surveyed employers identifying
shortages in both professions and trades – figures similar to those reported by members of
the Home Builders Federation. During the course of our site visits, we heard anecdotal
evidence confirming the impression that the market for skilled labour is currently quite tight
– and it was clear that a significant proportion of the workforce employed on these sites
(particularly in London) came from outside the UK; this echoes the figures presented in the
HBF Home Building Workforce Census, which show around 50% of the workforce in
London, and over 20% in the South East, coming from abroad (mainly from the EU). We
also frequently heard reports of skilled labourers moving quite large distances to work on
large sites in the high pressure areas that we were visiting; and this, too, is borne out by
the figures produced by the HBF and the Construction Industry Training Board, which
suggest that 19% of the workforce have relocated to take up employment and that 36%
have frequently worked away from home. Finally, we heard reports that one of the
motivations for experimenting with modular “factory” production of major components for
new homes was to clear the critical path by removing the need for people with very
particular skills to be present on site at exactly the right moment in the construction of each
individual new home.

23

5.24 It is important, however, to set these points in context. The construction workforce is
composed of people with a wide range of skills and occupations, many (though not all) of
which are fairly interchangeable with skills and occupations in other industries; and even
within the construction industry, people with the various skills are deployed in a wide range
of activities including repair and maintenance of housing, the construction and repair of
infrastructure and the construction and repair of commercial and industrial buildings.
Consequently, according to ONS figures, the building of new homes occupies less than a
quarter of the total construction workforce. Indeed, ONS figures show that even in most of
the key trades which form part of the critical path for the construction of a new home, the
majority of the skilled workforce (and, in most cases, the great majority) are employed in
construction activities other than the building of new homes. This suggests that, if there
were a serious shortage of skilled labour in the various trades and professions required for
house building, it would in general be possible to meet these demands by raising the wage
rates paid to these workers in order to draw them over from other parts of the construction
industry – albeit with some consequences for the rest of the industry – until such time as
the level of training increased to reduce the shortages.
5.25 Accordingly, I am reasonably confident that skilled labour from within the
construction industry is, or could generally become available to meet demand even if rates
of build out on large sites, and hence rates of house construction as a whole, were to
increase markedly. I am told by some industry participants that they have concerns about
the availability of sufficient skilled labour in a few areas for which I do not have adequate
data, including groundworkers and site managers; this is an issue I shall need to pursue
further over coming months. There is, however, at least one definite exception to the
general rule – namely, the supply of skilled bricklayers.
5.26 The official ONS figures show mean hourly pay for bricklayers at a level below the
average for all employees across the economy, and also show no growth in the wagerates for bricklayers during recent years. But this does not reflect the anecdotal evidence,
and subsequent investigation has revealed that the reason lies in the fact that a very high
proportion – according to some estimates, as many as 90% – of bricklayers are selfemployed and are therefore excluded from the ONS figures. I have accordingly obtained
information from Hudsons (a company that administers payroll for many thousands of selfemployed people, with a large number of bricklayers amongst them). This gives a national
average weekly wage for self-employed bricklayers around 60% higher than the ONS
figure for employed bricklayers; this is roughly what one would have expected on the basis
of the anecdotal evidence of rates 80-100% higher than the ONS figure, once allowance is
made for the fact that our anecdotal evidence derives from sites in the high pressure areas
only. But, if we take these national figures for self-employed bricklayers rather than the
ONS data for employed bricklayers as the guide, then we observe also a rise in bricklayer
earnings of over 30% since Q1 2014 – suggesting that the market in this particular set of
skills is very much tighter than it was in 2014.
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5.27 What makes this current situation concerning for the purposes of my Review is that,
in contrast to the situation in most other parts of the construction workforce, the proportion
of bricklayers working on the building of new homes appears to be very high. I have not
been able to obtain reliable official figures – but, by combining estimates provided by the
HBF for the average number of bricklayers required to build a new home with the CITB
estimates for the total number of bricklayers in the country at present, and with the
relatively reliable data for the number of new homes being constructed, one arrives at the
conclusion that more (and perhaps significantly more) than three quarters of all bricklayers
are engaged in the construction of new homes. This compares with some 20% of
plasterers, 10% of carpenters and 5% of plumbers and electricians who are devoted to the
building of new homes. Clearly, the opportunity to bring bricklayers across from other parts
of the construction industry to work on newly built homes is restricted.
5.28 This will create a significant biting constraint if the rate of build out on large sites
can be increased to the point where, in conjunction with other measures being taken by
the Government, the total number of homes constructed each year rises from the present
figure of around 220,000 to around 300,000 (in line with government targets). Again using
HBF estimates for the average number of bricklayers currently required to build a new
home, and allowing for the different types of construction typically involved in flats and
houses, and further assuming that there is no rapid short-term change in methods of
building, this will require an increase of about 15,000 in the total number of bricklayers, or
almost one quarter of the existing size of this particular workforce.
5.29 To achieve such an increase over, say, a five year period by training more
bricklayers would require more than doubling existing training levels. While it is
encouraging that the Department for Education has established a new fund to increase
innovative schemes for construction training, my discussions with those involved in such
training lead me to believe that there is no prospect at present of the training providers
being able to produce such a change in gear in the required timescale, even if sufficient
funding were forthcoming. A far more realistic prospect would be for the providers to
increase long-term training to a level at which it was able to provide a replenishment of the
bricklaying workforce once that workforce had reached a steady state size roughly one
quarter greater than its current size. Obviously, this would require an expansion of only
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some 25% compared with current training provision – a realistic ambition over, say, 5
years.
5.30 The inevitable conclusion is that, in the immediate future, if there is not to be either
a substantial move away from brick-built homes or a significant requirement for more
skilled bricklayers from abroad, and to the extent that modular construction techniques do
not sufficiently reduce demand for highly skilled bricklaying, the only realistic method of
filling the gap in the number of bricklayers needed to raise production of new homes from
about 220,000 to about 300,000, is for the Government and major house builders to work
together (specifically without the current training providers) on a five year “flash”
programme of pure on-the-job training. I therefore urge Ministers to consider now the need
for measures to achieve a rapid expansion in the number of bricklayers.

Alleged intentional “land banking” on the part of major house
builders
5.31 Finally, I have considered the allegation that the major house builders are reducing
the rate of construction as part of an intentional attempt to “bank land”.
5.32 In one sense, as I have argued, the major house builders are certainly “land
banking”: they proceed on a large site, once that site benefits from an implementable
permission, at a rate designed to protect their profits by constructing and selling homes
only at a pace that matches the market’s capacity to absorb those homes at the prices
determined by reference to the local second-hand market. Accordingly, if we can speed up
the build out rate of large sites then the amount of land with full planning permission being
held by the house builders should reduce. The further question, however, is whether there
is or is not also “land banking” in the sense of major builders or others attempting to
influence the market by “locking up” land before they seek final implementable permissions
to build.
5.33
are:

The reasons for the allegation that there is also this other form of “land banking”

•

the large amounts of land ‘held’ under various forms of options and agreements by
the major house builders at any one time – often leading to the elapse of a long
period between the moment when a piece of land comes under the control of the
builder and the moment when it begins to be built out; and

•

the fact that land, unlike most assets, does not depreciate, has generally tended to
increase in value, and has a ‘real option’ value.

5.34 The most obvious point to make is that the first of these observations – the large
amount of land held in one way or another by major house builders – has a plausible
explanation. The fact that a major house builder holds large amounts of land, is explained
by the fact that the major house builders need to maintain a sustainable business and
seek to do this by ensuring that they, rather than their competitors, hold as much of the
land on which they will later wish to build as is compatible with their capital constraints.
This may well enable them to minimise market entry and thereby enable them to maintain
market share while building out at a stately pace; but it does not, in itself, drive slow build
out rates. Indeed, if anything, one would expect faster rates of build out to require builders
to hold larger supplies of land – since we have been told by market analysts that the stockmarket valuations of house builders depend not only on the current annual profits of those
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builders but also on the degree to which those profits are made sustainable by the holding
of supplies of land that can be developed in coming years. The faster the land is used, the
larger the need for a back-up supply of land that can be used in future.
5.35 So compelling is this point, indeed, that I became worried at one stage during our
work about the opposite phenomenon: namely, that concerns about sustainability of profits
(and hence concerns about more rapid use of land holdings) might actually act as a brake
on speed of build out. I was concerned, in other words, that the builders might be reluctant
to build out faster, lest this reduce their stock of land holdings to the point where market
analysts and their own boards raised concerns about the sustainability of their businesses.
I have now concluded that this is not, in fact, likely to be a major concern. I have been
assured by both local authorities and industry participants that the percentage of planning
applications from promoters and major house builders ultimately receiving approval is now
very high (probably higher than the 80% figure for national planning data as a whole).
Contrary to some assertions from industry participants, I have also ascertained that (as
shown in graph AX15 of Annex A, reproduced below) the variability in the time taken to
obtain outline permission for building on the large sites I have seen (and on the range of
sites studied by Molior), whilst undoubtedly aggravating and sometimes costly for the
major house builders, is actually not so great as to cause problems of business continuity
for major house builders with large property portfolios.
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5.36 This suggests that major house builders can expect to obtain new additions to their
portfolios of land for development within three to four years of making an application in all
but the most exceptional circumstances, and typically within two to three years – thereby
enabling them to accelerate the rate of build out of current sites without any substantial
fear of running down their stock of land supply to levels that would reduce their long-term
sustainability. This is in line with the findings of the study conducted by Professor Michael
Ball in 2010 for the National Housing and Planning Advice Unit, which showed that – even
before performance agreements between developers and local planning authorities
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became widespread – around 90% of outline permissions granted were approved within
three years of application, and that the median time taken was under 18 months.
5.37 During the course of the Review, I have received a number of representations about
the time taken by (and the difficulty involved in) the process of converting an outline
permission into the first fully implementable permission on a large site. I am certainly
conscious of the very large amount of paperwork (and often the large amount of cost)
involved – and this no doubt in part explains the fact that it has, on some of our studied
sites, taken several years to convert outline permission into an implementable permission.
However, I have not received any indication that such conversion in practice ever fails to
occur after whatever delay may arise, and – as shown in graph AX17 of Annex A,
reproduced below – the first implementable permission is typically granted within 6 months
of the first application for such permission:
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5.38 This is, of course, reliant on the maintenance of the current strong and effective
planning system, and in particular the maintenance of the requirement for local authorities
to have an adequate five year land supply. If this requirement were to be relaxed then
speeding up the build out of large sites would merely bring forward housing – rather than
increase the supply of housing in the long-term – as developers would struggle to replace
their stock of land holdings.
5.39 The other allegation – that the ‘real option’ value attaching to the non-depreciating
asset of land is inducing the major house builders to engage in “land banking” in the sense
of “locking away” land from the market before receiving implementable permissions is
(albeit in a slightly less obvious way) equally implausible.
5.40 It is of course true that, although the land market can be highly volatile, land (unlike
most assets) does not depreciate, and has generally tended to increase in value across
the cycle, and has a ‘real option’ value. By holding rights over land that benefits from (or is
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soon likely to benefit from) some form of permission to build houses, the company which
holds that land obtains a valuable ability to make profit by building on it at whatever time is
thought likely to maximise the profitability of doing so. It would therefore be perfectly
possible for financial investors of a certain kind to seek to make a business out of holding
land as a purely speculative activity.
5.41 But I cannot find any evidence that the major house builders are financial investors
of this kind. Their business models depend on generating profits out of sales of housing,
rather than out of the increasing value of land holdings; and it is the profitability of the sale
of housing that they are trying to protect by building only at the ‘market absorption rate’ for
their products. I have heard anecdotes concerning land owners who seek to speculate in
exactly this way by obtaining outline permission many years before allowing the land to
have any real development upon it – and I am inclined to believe that this is a serious
issue for the planning system. But it is not one that is consistent with the business model
of the major house builders.
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Chapter 6. Next steps
6.1
Interesting as it is to understand why the rate of build out on very large sites
proceeds at its current stately pace, this analysis becomes of use only if it leads to action
that will accelerate such build out rates. Accordingly, in line with my terms of reference, I
shall now move on from analysis to recommendations.
6.2
By the time of the Budget in the Autumn, I shall seek – with the invaluable aid of my
expert panel and my team of officials – to put forward policy options for ministers. Clearly,
these options will be geared towards solving the particular problem that I have identified as
the main cause of the slow build out rates on these sites: namely, the constraints imposed
by the market absorption rates for the relatively homogeneous products currently being
built on these sites. Clearly, also, in line with my analysis of the causes of the problem, I
shall seek to find policy levers that will tend to increase the variety and differentiation of
what is offered on these sites. I shall also look at the overall speed at which unconsented
land can be converted into new housing on a sustained basis.
6.3

But, in constructing policy options, I shall be mindful of the need to ensure that:

a. they should not jam up the housing market or impair the capacity of the
major house builders to continue large-scale construction;
b. they should not impose undue strains on local authorities whose planning
departments are already under considerable strain;
c. they should help to widen opportunities for people seeking homes;
d. they should also widen opportunities for those capable of supplying new
homes on large sites; and
e. they should yield the greatest possible likelihood that such sites, as well as
being built out more quickly, will in future be places that are beautiful and
ecologically sustainable, so that succeeding generations can be proud of
them.
6.4
In short, the policies that emerge should not “throw the baby out with the
bathwater”.
6.5
Finally, I am conscious, as I embark on the endeavour of identifying policy options
which can meet all of these criteria, that we are unlikely to be able to find a single
prescription which will be equally applicable in the short, medium and long-term. I shall
accordingly be open to the possibility that the policies designed to achieve immediate,
short-term improvement in build out rates (while avoiding all of the pitfalls) may be
somewhat different in character from those designed to optimise the use of large sites that
come forward in future and thereby increase the overall velocity of house building in the
long-term.
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