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Over the last five years an extensive
programme of urban capacity studies
has been undertaken in the South
East.Virtually all of these studies take
as their starting point the
Government’s good practice guide,
‘Tapping The Potential – Assessing
Urban Housing Capacity:Towards
Better Practice’.

‘Tapping the Potential’ was however
in many ways interim guidance on these studies. Nor did it
attempt to prescribe how studies should be carried out.
It therefore left open the issue of co-ordination and
consistency between studies. Government advice now is
that the co-ordination role should be fulfilled by regional
planning bodies. In fulfilling that role, we have been very
aware that that there are important lessons to be learned
from studies that have been developed since government
guidance was published.

The Regional Assembly and the Government Office for the
South East therefore jointly commissioned Baker Associates
to formulate guidance for the next round of strategic and
local studies of urban housing potential – the term that we
prefer to use in place of ‘capacity’.This is their report.

The report is a technical document aimed at those who
prepare and use studies of urban housing potential. It has
been written at a time when the planning system is
changing along with the terminology attached to
development plans.As a result some of the references to
the status of strategies and plans are likely to have changed
at the time of reading but we believe the broad thrust of
the advice will remain valid.

This guide should be read alongside ‘Tapping the Potential’.

It aims to establish a common approach so as to increase
consistency between studies in the South East; local
authorities are encouraged to follow this common process
in developing their own studies in the future.At the
Assembly we will be monitoring progress and will be glad
to offer advice and other assistance if required.

I would like to thank the consultants, the study steering
group and all those organisations who took time to
contribute data, information and advice to the research
project on which this guide is based.

Mike Gwilliam

Director of Planning and Transport

Foreword



1 Purpose of the Guidance

1.1 PPG3: Housing requires that “in order to establish how
much additional housing can be accommodated within
urban areas and therefore how much greenfield land may
be needed for development, all local planning authorities
should undertake urban housing capacity studies.”

1.2 PPG3: Housing also says that: “regional planning bodies
should co-ordinate the programme of capacity studies
undertaken by constituent local authorities and maintain
consistency of approach by agreeing the standards to be
applied.”

1.3 The capacity or potential studies will involve the
explicit assessment of residential development
opportunities within specified settlements by a range
of defined criteria.They are to be undertaken to
assist in the formulation of spatial development plans
by providing information about the potential for
provision to be made from the sources considered.

1.4 This guidance on the assessment of housing potential
is, in different parts, applicable at different levels in the
planning system. It has been prepared for the South
East England Regional Assembly and GOSE for use by
local and strategic planning authorities and all with an
interest in the proper provision for housing through
spatial planning.

Local Level Guidance

1.5 The Regional Assembly and GOSE believe that for
planning at all levels in the system to be properly
informed about the potential for housing to come
forward in urban areas, there is a requirement for
local level studies to be undertaken according to a
common process.

1.6 In relation to the local level, this guidance deals with:

■  how the quality and reliability of studies that have
already been undertaken at the local level can be
assessed (Chapter 2);

■  setting out a common process for local level
studies in the future (Chapter 3).
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Strategic and Sub-regional Level Guidance

1.7 In addition to establishing a common process for the
local level, this guidance deals with the strategic level
in the planning system – a level currently addressed
by structure plans, and in future (subject to the
current planning reforms), to be addressed by sub-
regional strategies as part of, or subsequent to,
regional spatial strategies.

1.8 This part of the guidance deals with:

■  the assessment of existing strategic level studies to
determine the reliability that can be placed upon
them for use in continuing with the current round
of structure plans (Chapter 4);

■  the assessment of potential at the strategic level
without relying upon comparable local level studies
(Chapter 5);

■  the use of consistently undertaken local level
studies in the strategic planning process (Chapter 6);

■  the use of information on housing potential in the
distribution of housing to the sub-regional level in
the regional spatial strategy, or in the preparation
of sub-regional strategies (Chapter 7).

1.9 Some parts of the processes recommended in the
guidance are illustrated with examples of good
practice in Chapter 8.

Basics of Potential Assessment

1.10 The guidance follows a number of basic principles.
The first is to use the word ‘potential’ rather than
‘capacity’ to more accurately describe what these
studies are about.To suggest that there is a finite
capacity for additional housing in an area that is
measurable with complete confidence is misleading
and does a disservice to the role of proper planning.
There is potential for further housing to come
forward within settlements subject to the prevailing
circumstances and dependent upon the actions taken.
The plan-makers – charged as they are with making
provision for a certain amount of housing – need to
understand what is possible so that choices can be
made about how to proceed.

1.11 The second principle is that assessments of potential
are undertaken to provide information to be used in
making provision for housing in development plans.
This is further explained below.

1.12 The other principles on which this guidance is based
are that:

■  The information obtained from a study should be
used only in the way intended when the study was
designed.

■  Studies of settlement potential should be
undertaken at as low a level in the set of planning
levels as possible, so that more issues and
information can be taken into account.

■  Studies should be undertaken by comparable
processes so that consistent outputs from
independently undertaken studies can be combined
to provide information for use at a ‘higher’ level in
the planning process.
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■  Studies should embrace all of the ways in which
housing could come forward without omission or
duplication.

■  Combining a variety of techniques will enable
resources to be deployed cost-effectively, while
ensuring that the results can be used with
confidence.

■  The amount of housing that a plan provides for to
come forward from sources examined in the
potential study may not be the same as the total of
the apparent opportunities identified.

The Relationship with Development Plans

1.13 Housing provision will be made through development
plans in two ways:

■  The allocation of development land for residential
(or mixed use) development;

■  Proposals coming forward through the
development control process according with
criteria included in policies in plans.

1.14 The guidance on the assessment of potential using
what is described in this guide as the ‘common
process’ makes the connection between the way that
provision is made and the way that potential should
be identified.

1.15 A further aspect of this relationship is the connection
between studies of urban potential and the dynamism
that is intended to be embedded in plans and which
should pervade their preparation and use.The
approach of ‘plan, monitor and manage’ has been
introduced to describe how plans should provide for
development requirements to be met.The
components of this approach are characterised in
‘Making Plans’ (ODPM, 2000) as follows:

■  Plan - making proper decisions through the plan about
the scale, location and performance of development;

■  Monitor - putting in place a system of tracking change
to see if what is happening is delivering a contribution
to the objectives of the plan;

■  Manage - setting up the plan so that the knowledge
gained through monitoring is used to adjust the
influence that the plan is having through the operation
of smart policies and through subsequent reviews.
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1.16 Plans will need to manage the provision made within
overall thresholds. Development plans can include
trigger mechanisms to manage the release of
provision from one source of dwellings relative to
another.This could be in the form of bringing forward
housing sites allocated to a later phase should
completions not take place at the rate required and
anticipated.

1.17 The relationship between different land uses is
another matter for reflection.While the guidance
addresses the requirement in PPG3: Housing that
urban housing capacity studies be carried out, the
relationship between housing and other land uses is
something that should be woven into all of the work
on this subject. It is something to be particularly
addressed in the development plan. If the plan
strategy is based on the housing requirement being
substantially met in the urban areas, to reduce the
irreversible use of greenfield land for instance, it is for
the plan to consider all aspects of this strategy.

1.18 Other related studies will be informing the way that
the plan makes provision for the development
requirement.These might include:

■  Consideration of the sites needed to promote and
accommodate the right type of employment
generating activity in locations that are appropriate
with regard to, amongst other things, overall
transport management aims.

■  What value should be attributed to existing open
space, what further provision will be needed to
meet increased demands (including from greater
numbers of people living in urban areas) and how
this provision can be achieved, including as part of
sites identified for housing through the potential
study and from developer contributions within an
overall open space strategy.

1.19 Potential studies should therefore not be viewed in
isolation and only as the means of dealing with
housing requirements.They should be used very
positively as an integral and interactive part of a
network of information, analysis and strategies
contributing to the development plan process.

1.20 It will be for the plan to demonstrate that all of the
activities that make up a healthy settlement are
satisfactorily accommodated.This will mean, for
instance, that along with the way that provision is
made for housing, the plan can demonstrate that the
public transport services and social infrastructure that
will be required are in place or that corresponding
measures are being pursued to bring this about.
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Terminology

1.21 This guide is about assessments and information for
use in making regional planning guidance (which will
become regional spatial strategies following the
enactment of the Planning and Compulsory Purchase
Act) and development plans. It has been written when
the planning system is changing. Hence what is a
development plan and what development plans at
different levels in the planning system are called are all
changing.The Planning and Compulsory Purchase Bill
sets out changes, and guidance and regulations will
follow.As a consequence, some of the references to
the status of strategies and plans and some of the
names used will not be correct at the time of reading.
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2 The Assessment of Past Local 
Level Studies

2.1 The Regional Assembly and GOSE want to promote
the idea of moving on with the benefit of guidance to
put in place soundly undertaken studies providing
consistent information. In the meantime, however, it
may assist local planning authorities and others to
assess work that has already been undertaken.This
assessment will help to anticipate the criticisms that
might be levelled at the work by those promoting a
different approach to meeting housing provision than
is set out in the local plan or local development
framework (LDF) as well as to help decide what
needs to be done next.

2.2 The assessment is best carried out at coarse and fine
level in turn.The distinction is between matters that
condemn the study entirely and those that can be
overcome with further work. If a capacity study
performs poorly in relation to a set of questions at
the coarse level, it would be unwise to rely on the
findings of the study and it may not be worth
proceeding to the fine assessment.

Coarse assessment of a previously undertaken
urban housing capacity study

2.3 Studies can be assessed by following a checklist of
questions that compares the work to the form of
study promoted by the common process for local
level studies, described in the next chapter of the
guidance.This checklist is set out in Table 1.
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1 Are the objectives of the study in relation to the
provision for housing in the local plan clearly set out?

If not - this is something that can be remedied in a review
of the study. However, attempting to do so may
demonstrate fundamental shortcomings in the study’s
conception.

2 Has the methodology followed in the study been
developed in consultation with representative
stakeholders and generally agreed?

If not - this may point to the methodology being
inadequate but is in any case likely to mean that the
approach itself will be a target for those seeking a different
form of housing provision in the plan.

3 Does the study identify potential in relation to the
timescale of the development plan, and set out the
potential in relation to time bands?

If not - the study is not performing its purpose though the
reason for the study not looking beyond say five years
would need to be understood. It may be that further work
could be done to add in possible potential that could come
forward in later time periods.

4 Is it evident that the potential study has been designed
with the way that provision will be made in the plan in
mind, including the relationship with plan monitor and
manage? 

If not - and if the deficiency is more than one of
presentation (that could be remedied), the study is unlikely
to be of sufficient quality for the work to be relied upon.

5 Is there a rationale for the settlements included in the
study that is related to the strategy and policies of the
plan? Is it clear how the potential in settlements not
included in the study is to be addressed in making the
plan? 

If not - then there may need to be more work to address
other settlements so that the planning authority has all of
the information needed to prepare the plan strategy,
proposals and policies.

6 Are site-specific and non site-specific sources included
and identified in the study, with a clear size threshold
distinguishing sources in these categories? Are the ways
in which each is done evident?

If not - then a full appreciation of the study’s task is lacking.
It may be that additional work could address other sources
and/or clarify the different supply streams though
retrospective work carries a high risk of leading to double
counting.

Table 1: Coarse assessment of a previously undertaken study

Question Response
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7 Is there a logical progression from the way that possible
opportunities are identified, through their assessment, to
the suggestion of the level of provision that should be
relied upon from this source in the plan? Are the criteria
used set out, evidence of the assessments provided and
the reasons for apparent opportunities not being
included evident?

If not - but this can be set out, it should be.

If not - and if there is no evidence to present, the study is
probably inadequate for the task.

8 Is there a demonstrable application of knowledge of the
housing market through consultation with industry
representatives for instance?

If not - the study may be relying on the market being
‘strong enough for any opportunity to come forward’ (in
which case it fails to explain why it has not done so
already). However, it is likely to be insufficiently robust to
withstand objections as well as being inconsistent with well-
informed planning.

9 Is the data that has been relied upon in part for
assumptions about future non site-specific yield drawn
from a good-quality long time-series source? Has this
been satisfactorily cleaned of completions that would be
identified in other ways in the potential study?

If not - and if the information does not exist, it is unlikely
that this can be overcome and the planning authority will
have to take a view on the relative significance of this source
and the degree of uncertainty introduced when accounting
for the potential from the study in the plan.

10Have the sources of housing been ‘discounted’ in
unexplained ways that appear arbitrary? 

If so - this will mean excessive provision being made in the
plan from other sources with a consequent failure against
PPG3 policies as well as presenting a weakness to be
exploited by some objectors.

Question Response



2.4 On the basis of this test, the study assessed is unlikely
to be fit for purpose if irredeemably flawed by even a
small number of these questions.

Fine assessment of a previously undertaken
urban housing capacity study

2.5 If, however, the answer in most cases is that the study
has engaged satisfactorily with the issue or if an
apparent criticism can be overcome by the clearer
presentation of existing material or by supplementary
work, the study may be reliable. In this case, another
checklist of questions can provide for further
refinement of the work to increase the confidence in
its use.This fine assessment is set out in Table 2.
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1 Are the boundaries of the included settlements mapped? If not - this information should be provided.

2 Are the densities used consistent with what is envisaged
by PPG3, and any marked deviations from these densities
clearly related to specific and realistic policy aspirations
to be set out in the plan? 

If not - this justification will need to be set out, or the
densities adjusted.

3 Have design studies been undertaken for a sample of the
realistic opportunities relied upon by the study?

If not - including some design studies would increase
confidence in the quantitative output from the study, make it
more accessible to its users and assist in preparing action
area plans and development briefs.

4 Have allocated sites been reassessed? If not - this should be done, as a net increase in yield is one
of the sources of housing to be taken into account in the
plan.These sites may be ones that should be phased into a
later time band or taken out of the plan if the provision can
be met from preferable sources.

5 Are maps included of the site-specific opportunities
identified in the study, with precise boundaries identified?
Are there schedules or proformas that enable the
assessment of the site to be audited?

If not - this information should be provided.

6 Are details provided of opportunities that have been
assessed and excluded, using similar information as for
the opportunities that are recommended for inclusion?

If not - this information should be provided.

Table 2: Fine assessment of a previously undertaken study

Question Response



3 Undertaking Local Level 
Studies by a Common Process 

Basics of the common process

3.1 A common process is recommended for carrying out
local level studies of potential in the future.This
recognises and uses the connection between different
ways that housing can come forward and how
provision can be made in plans.

3.2 Some potential for housing exists in the form of
identifiable areas of land or buildings that, if suitable,
realistic and desirable, could be allocated as
development sites in the local plan.

3.3 Some housing that is likely to happen cannot be
identified as specific sites in the plan.These sources
include:

■  the subdivision or conversion of residential
buildings creating a net increase in dwelling
numbers, which can be expected to happen though
the individual properties cannot be predicted;

■  any form of housing development below a yield
size that would normally be identified in the plan,
such as the intensification of residential areas with
garden plot development.

3.4 In the local plan, these different types of source are to
be dealt with by making provision to meet the
housing requirement by the allocation of specific sites
and by setting out criteria policies.

3.5 The common process provides for the connection
between potential studies and plans by recognising

the basic ways in which the plan will make provision,
and by seeking to identify as much as possible of the
potential from different sources related to these
components of provision.

3.6 The common process uses different techniques for
different sources, with:

■  the use of survey and assessment for sources of
housing that can be specifically identified and could
be allocated;

■  reliance on informed assumptions for potential
provision that cannot be specifically identified and
allocated.

3.7 The common process proposed for undertaking local
level studies is described in 14 steps. Diagram 1 (p.25)
represents the full process in summary.

3.8 The guidance on the common process to be followed
in local level studies is illustrated by some examples
of good practice (Chapter 8).
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The common process

Step 1 Establish a clear definition of a study’s 
purpose, emphasising the use of its outputs

Actions

1. A study of potential should provide a clear
explanation of what it is for and how it is to be used,
and demonstrate these intentions throughout.

2. The relationship with the development plan should be
clearly established as a set of protocols relating to:

■  how the settlements addressed relate to the
strategic plan strategy, or to the likely spatial
strategy in the local plan;

■  which sources that may make up the provision are
addressed in the potential study, and which remain
to be considered in the plan.

Step 2 Design the study of potential reciprocally 
with the monitoring specification linked to 
the development plan

Actions

1. Information about dwelling yields from different
sources can be used to inform smart policies in the
development plan for phasing, or for a managed
release mechanism to be activated.

2. The monitoring process, a continual update of the
information on potential from different sources and
the provision occurring from different sources,
provides the link to subsequent plan reviews.

3. This process is a prerequisite if dynamism is to be
embedded in the development plan enabling it to be
effective and have an influential role.

Step 3 Clearly identify the specific time period to
which the study is related

Actions

1. The study should be specific about the time period to
which it relates.This will usually be the plan period
horizon for the local plan or local development
frameworks (LDF) that it is informing.

2. It is imperative that a base date is set and declared to
which all information relates (on planning status of
land, for instance).

3. Relating the output from each local level study to a
common set of time bands will enable the outputs to
be used at other levels.

4. For regional purposes, the potential dwelling yields
should be placed in five year time bands of up to
2006, 2006-2011, 2011-2016 and onwards,
notwithstanding the actual (notional) start and end
years of the plan period. Local authorities may wish
to use the results of capacity studies to define
different phasing periods for local plan or LDF
purposes.

5. The time band within which the potential from each
opportunity or source can be expected to come
forward should be identified.This should reflect the
levels of difficulty in bringing sites forward for
development (this action occurs in Step 10).
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Step 4 Specify the settlements to be embraced by
the study according to a threshold 
criterion of access to facilities and services

Actions

1. Each study must identify the settlements that are
embraced, in order to define the scope of its use at
the local level, and to enable the information that it
provides to be capable of combination with that from
other studies.

2. The advice in ‘Tapping the Potential’, that ‘urban’
embraces all settlements that can contribute to
sustainable patterns of development, is open to broad
interpretation, but this is a matter that will have to be
addressed in the plan strategy.

3. The selection of settlements for inclusion in the study
should be according to their role rather than simply
their size.This can be related to a threshold criterion
of access to facilities and services, such as primary
school, general shop, health facilities, community hall
and a reasonable level of public transport.

4. The threshold definition should be made jointly by
the planning authorities across the strategic level and
should be consistently applied in the context of
strategic and regional policy.

5. Step 1 reminds the planning authority that all housing
that is likely to come forward needs to be part of the
consideration of the most appropriate means of
housing provision in the plan, whether or not that
possible contribution to housing supply is assessed as
part of the potential study.

Step 5 Defining the boundaries for settlements to 
be examined in the study

Actions

1. Studies must provide a clear definition of the area of
each settlement included in the study.

2. It is essential that maps delineating the settlement
boundaries are included to support this definition.

3. The settlement boundary adopted should be the
current adopted development plan settlement
boundary or, in its absence, the delineated envelope of
the built-up area.

4. The study should provide clear statements on how it
deals with potentially contentious matters such as
buildings in large grounds on the settlement edge,
peripheral greenfield allocations, or previously used
land outside but contiguous with the settlement
boundary.

16



Step 6 Establish a clear understanding of what 
constitutes a site-specific opportunity for 
the possible addition of housing 

Actions

1. Define what is meant for the purposes of the study as
an opportunity that could provide further housing
with a net gain above a specified threshold.

2. A statement is required about any types of land that
are specifically excluded from the investigation of
opportunities with clearly stated and defensible
reasons; this approach is to be used minimally, but
avoids wasteful assessment and explanation of
individual sites where the land use is one that means
development would not be considered, such as open
space with public access.

3. An opportunity yield threshold for the identification
and investigation of opportunities must be stated as
defining the relationship between site-specific
opportunities which could reasonably be allocated in
development plans and sources where the potential is
to be established by other means (see also Step 12).

4. The opportunity yield threshold should be agreed and
applied consistently across the strategic planning area
and hence the region.

5. The threshold should be set on a dwelling yield basis
rather than on a site area basis and 5+ dwellings
would be most suitable. However, the threshold will
need to tie in with local records of small site planning
permissions and completions.

A suggested definition of an opportunity is:

land (vacant or occupied, and free-standing or within a
curtilage), or a building or group of buildings, part or all of
which is or could be appropriate for housing or for mixed
use to include housing, and which meets one or more of
the following tests:

■  it is evidently underused, and/or

■  it is conspicuously inappropriate amongst uses in the
near vicinity;

■  it might reasonably be expected to be targeted for
development.

When identifying opportunities, regard should be had to
the positive actions that local planning authorities can take
to bring forward sites, for example through compulsory
orders, the provision of enabling infrastructure, or public
funding.
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Step 7 The identification of site-specific 
opportunities by survey with consultation

Actions

1. A short programme of consultation should be
undertaken as part of the process of opportunity
identification, with an invitation to land owners, local
interest groups, developers and agents to identify
possible opportunities within the specified
settlements.

2. The identification of opportunities within selected and
delineated settlements should be achieved through
the examination of suitable scale maps (1:5,000 is
good), aerial photographs and by physical surveys.

3. Searches should include reviews of previous planning
permission data and records of pre-application
discussions, and may be informed by the results of
other surveys, such as those of vacant and derelict
land and for employment, retail and recreational
studies.

Step 8  Clear and comprehensive assessment of 
opportunities must be achieved by the 
application of evaluative criteria

Actions

1. A clear process and defined criteria for assessment of
opportunities must be established and made evident
to limit the application of subjective and inconsistent
assumptions and to open the work to scrutiny.

2. The use of a full range of criteria will enable an
assessment of the likelihood and desirability of an
apparent opportunity coming forward and assist in
identifying which time band is likely.

3. The criteria should take account of:

■  Environment constraints, such as nature
conservation value;

■  Development constraints, including the means of
achieving satisfactory access, flood risk and ground
conditions;

■  Market considerations, explained further in Step 9.

4. Where a site has an existing use, the prospect of
relocation or abandonment of this use is a matter
that the study will have to address realistically before
recommending that the opportunity be included as
part of the provision made in the plan.

5. The assessment criteria will not simply determine
whether an opportunity is to be ‘in or out’ but can
inform how the site could be developed, what would
need to be done to achieve a successful development
and when it might come forward.
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Step 9 Informing the market assessment of the 
whole study area, and for individual sites

Actions

1. An independent overview is required of the housing
market in the study area, recognising that variations
will exist within the area.

2. This will include information on housing land values,
likely house types, mix and densities, and levels of
demand for housing land in different locations; the
information is readily available from local authority
property professionals, and by interview with land
agents operating in the area, corroborated by
developers.

3. Individual opportunities need to be looked at in the
context of the market, where what is being assessed
is the propensity of a developer to bring forward
housing of a specific type within the stated time
period, having regard to the housing and land market,
and ownership considerations.

4. The conclusions about the type of housing likely to be
developed on individual sites will be informed by an
assessment of the variable market conditions to be
found in different types of settlement within a study
area.

5. The likelihood of the site being brought forward for
housing must be judged in the light of land use
economics, taking full account of possible competing
alternative uses, probably in discussion with
professionals in this field and landowners if
appropriate and possible.

Step 10 Determine the likely yield (the number of 
dwellings) that could come forward from 
identified and assessed opportunities

Actions

1. The yield that would be likely from opportunities that
appear from the assessment in the previous steps to
be ones that can be relied upon in making housing
provision has to be identified.

2. Each site-specific opportunity should be individually
assessed in a consistent manner.

3. Individual design case studies, taking account of the
house types and mix, and the assessment criteria
discussed in Steps 8 and 9, should be used for a
number of sites representing different conditions
across the study area, and the findings used to inform
yield on other sites.

4. Where design case studies are not under taken, the
yield is arrived at on an informed basis using a
combination of templates, density assumptions, future
policy, market factors and site characteristics.

5. The process of determining yields should be evident
in the study, in particular the basis of any determining
factors such as the consideration of the local market,
the characteristics of the areas, accessibility to
facilities and transport services.

6. The yields for individual sites should be placed into
the relevant time bands established from Step 3 to
reflect the analysis completed in the steps to date and
reflecting the difficulty of bringing a site forward for
development or what will need to happen before the
potential can be realised.

7. Two examples of good practice relating to Steps 9
and 10 are included in this guide.
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Step 11 Information about the opportunities 
assessed must be clearly set out with 
reference to the evaluative criteria

Actions

1. Individual site proformas should summarise the
opportunity presented, the market appraisal, a review
of policy issues and constraints and provide a
reasoned justification of the conclusions including the
prospects for development, the appropriate time-band
and dwelling yield.

2. This is effectively the recommendation for the way
that the plan can use the opportunity in making
provision, with the reasoning stated for examination.

3. The proformas should be accompanied by an
appropriate scale site plan including a precisely
defined site boundary and relevant location details.

4. Proformas or informative schedules should be
included identifying apparent opportunities that have
been assessed and subsequently rejected by the
potential study with an explanation of the reasons.

Step 12 Identification of potential for housing from 
sources other than those identified as 
specific sites in a study

Actions

1. The likely provision from non site-specific sources 
for the settlements included in the potential study 
phas to be identified in the study of potential, with full 
co-ordination with other work undertaken to identify
the housing supply in the development plan.

2. The non site-specific sources (provision that can be
predicted to arise but which cannot be specifically
identified) will include the sub-division of residential
buildings and small site development.

3. The process of defining an opportunity yield
threshold (Step 6) is essential to make a clear
distinction between the likely yield from surveyed and
assessed sites and estimation of potential from non
site-specific sources.

4. Identification of the potential from non site-specific
sources should be undertaken by the projection of
past completion (not permission) rates, subject to the
existence of good data extending over long time
periods, preferably at least ten years.

5 It may be attractive to pick the trend from a shorter
period as better representing the future, such as the
period since the publication of PPG3: Housing in
order to reflect a greater number of previously-
developed sites coming forward, and the
encouragement of higher densities, but any such
approach will have to be strongly defended.
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6. It is important to only project from past completion
sources which will be allowed in the future, and
therefore to exclude the projection of past rates of
completion from greenfield sites beyond settlement
boundaries, for instance.

7. The study must make clear its approach to allowance
from non site-specific sources above the identified
threshold.

8. The common process provides for the identification
of site-specific opportunities above the defined
threshold so that much of the potential supply that
would have been estimated from the projection of
completions in a ‘large windfall’ allowance will enter
the assessment of potential as identified
opportunities.

9. In order to avoid double counting, this common
process does not advocate the addition of an
allowance for ‘large windfalls’.

10. Studies should compare the identified potential with
past completion rates above the threshold to identify
the degree of corroboration, and offer some
explanation for the results.

Step 13 Reviewing the work

Actions

1. Though logical and systematic the process is quite
involved, and this step is included as a review of what
has been done; the step of review should be seen as
an integral and essential part of the work, and not as
an optional extra or afterthought.

2. The work undertaken should be examined against the
actions under the previous steps in the common
process.

3. The sequence of steps is designed to produce a study
that is fit for its purpose: in undertaking such a study
cross-cutting themes will be encountered and the
following boxes are intended to explain how these
themes relate to the common process, and to answer
general questions about the process that might arise
in reviewing the work.



Box 1  Consultation

Consultation with key parties is an important process in
conducting a housing potential study but the aim is to be
informed.

Seeking partner and public involvement in determining
how provision should be made, mindful of the
opportunities available and the objectives, is a matter for
the plan not the study.

Consultation will assist in making the study of potential a
more inclusive and robust procedure and in generating the
required support and confidence in the study.

Consultation should be established as a persistent theme
but should be particularly addressed in the following ways:

■  The methodology for the study should be agreed as far
as possible amongst the regional, strategic, and local
authorities, and relevant interest groups such as the
House Builders Federation.

■  Inviting land owners, local interest groups, developers
and agents to identify suitable sites as well as using
existing local authority data and departmental
knowledge and surveys.

■  By an independent overview of the housing market in
the study area, achieved through consultation with local
authority property and estates officers, land and
property agents and developers operating in the area.

Box 2  Dealing with sustainability

Contributing to more sustainable patterns of development
is the over arching goal of spatial planning.The guidance
and the common process embrace the principles of
sustainable development and their practical application
through spatial planning. Sustainable development is dealt
with in the relationship between the assessment of
housing potential and plan-making in the following ways:

■  in the decision made about which settlements to
examine for their potential contribution, having regard
to the likely spatial strategy in the plan and its approach
to the role of specific settlements;

■  in the criteria used for assessing apparent
opportunities, having regard to the importance for
nature conservation for example;

■  in determining what yields should be assumed for
opportunities that are recommended for inclusion as
part of the plan provision, having regard to, for instance,
their location in relation to shops and public transport
services;

■  in deciding which of the opportunities identified in the
assessment of potential should be used in making
provision for housing in the plan, as part of a
comprehensive approach to the social, economic and
environmental objectives through the spatial
distribution of activity;

■  in designing and using managed release mechanisms to
influence when which sources of housing are used.
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Box 3  Relation to the development plan

What has been obtained from a study of in-settlement
housing potential undertaken by the common process will
be:

■  estimates of the potential numbers of dwellings that
could come forward in specified settlements from sites
above a given yield threshold that are considered to be
realistic opportunities following assessments according
to environmental, development and market
considerations;

■  estimates of the potential numbers of dwellings that
could come forward in unidentifiable locations below a
given yield threshold and having regard to the possible
policy changes in the plan;

■  estimation of the potential numbers of dwellings that
could come forward placed into relevant time bands in
relation to the plan period and reflecting the difficulty
in bringing sites forward for development.

Box 4  Relationship with the process formally 
known as discounting

Other guidance and some capacity studies that have been
carried out use the term ‘discounting’.This guidance does
not use the term, but the common process and the use of
studies of potential in preparing development plans
incorporate explicit and clearly identifiable processes to
deal with matters that might otherwise be wrapped up in
a separate but opaque stage of ‘discounting’.
These processes include:

■  the explicit and reasoned exclusion of some types of
land and buildings from consideration as ‘opportunities’
(see Step 6);

■  the rejection from further consideration as potential of
some ‘opportunities’ that are considered inappropriate
or unrealistic following their systematic assessment
against stated criteria, and the inclusion in the report of
the information on which this decision is based (see
Step 8);

■  arriving at a dwelling yield for assessed opportunities
that reflects a number of environmental, development
and market considerations, and identifying a future time
band in which the yield is most likely be realised (see
Step 10);

■  by making some allowance in the plan for the
uncertainty of development taking place, if this
approach is agreed with GOSE.
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Step 14 Preparation of a full report

Actions

1. A comprehensive report on the study of potential
should deliver clear findings with useable material
resulting from a clear, sound and comparable
methodology.

2. The study output is in the form of an assessment of
the overall potential for further housing in the
specified settlements, including recommended site-
specific allocations, with additional material on the
policy position, monitoring requirements and phasing
opportunities.

3. The report should contain maps identifying the
boundaries of the settlements included in the study.

4. Proformas and site plans should be included for the
site-specific opportunities assessed, whether rejected
or recommended for inclusion.

5. Design studies and associated photographs will add
further value.

6. The report should remind the reader of the links
between the components of possible housing
provision addressed in the potential study and the
need for their combination in the plan with other
components of provision addressed in other ways.

7. The report should seek to link the way that potential
provision has been identified with a structure for
monitoring the provision taking place in the context
of the plan.
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Diagram 1:

Summary of the common process 
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4 Assessing Studies Undertaken 
for Strategic Purposes 

4.1 Strategic planning authorities continuing on the
preparation of the structure plan and requiring
information on potential should make their own
assessment of work that has been undertaken for use
in the structure plan, in order to:

■  determine whether what has been done is fit for
purpose, and whether any supplementary work is
needed;

■  decide how the work can be best used and
presented;

■  anticipate the criticisms that might be levelled at
the work by those promoting a different approach
to meeting housing provision than is set out in the
structure plan.

4.2 Two types of approach might have been used in the
assessment of potential (with further variations that
lie between the two), and these are:

■  for the results of local studies to be combined;

■  for the estimates to be assembled from data
sources that have not involved full local
assessments.

4.3 Setting guidelines for the assessment of potentially
very varied approaches that go beyond ‘common
sense’ is difficult.What is suggested is that the
planning authority asks basic questions of what has
been done. It must be prepared to accept that if each
of these does not yield a satisfactory answer, the
interests of proper planning will not be served by the
continued reliance on the material.

When the results of local studies have been
combined

4.4 In some cases, studies will have been carried out with
the benefit of strategic guidance or protocols. If these
do not provide detailed prescription, apparent
compliance may be insufficient to give confidence in
the combined outputs.

4.5 When the results of a full set of local studies have
been combined for strategic purposes, the first
assessment is made by asking whether:

■  the studies used present their results to a common
timeframe and one which is the same as that of the
strategic plan;

■  a comparable set of settlements have been
included in each study, consistent with the strategy
of the strategic plan for directing development to
settlements.

4.6 These matters might be brought to a common form
by additional work, if necessary, to be undertaken by
the local planning authorities supplementing their
studies to address the longer timescale or the
additional settlements (or perhaps by dealing
separately with the potential identified in certain
settlements).

4.7 The second assessment is made by examining
whether the presentation of the aggregated data from
individual studies, demonstrates:

■  a set of categories from which housing could come
forward that address all of the possible sources,
but avoid housing sources being counted under
more than one category;
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■  that information has been obtained for each of the
constituent districts against each of the categories,
by consistent approaches that can be relied upon.

4.8 This assessment can be assisted by reference to the
approach set out for the estimation of potential for
strategic purposes without reliance upon local level
studies, as described in Chapter 5 of this guide.

4.9 The third assessment involves identifying whether the
studies relied upon to provide data to the aggregation
each perform satisfactorily according to the
assessment guidelines set out for previously
undertaken local level studies (see Chapter 2).

4.10 The likelihood is that when studies are assessed in
the way described, very many doubts will be raised. It
is difficult to advise on the ‘standard’ that should be
set as being sufficient.Arguably this would be
‘sufficient to satisfy the panel at an EiP’, but on the
evidence of what has been defined as sufficient to
date, something rather better than this ought to be
aimed for in the future if planning is to fulfil its role
and carry public confidence.

When the estimates have been assembled
from data sources that have not involved full
local assessments

4.11 If a strategic planning authority is using estimates of
potential that have not been prepared from the
combination of full local assessments, some
assessment of this material should be undertaken by
or for the planning authority prior to it being relied
upon for strategic planning purposes.What is looked
for is that the presentation of the aggregated data:

■  is related to a set of categories from which housing
could come forward that address all of the possible
sources, but avoid housing sources being counted
under more than one category .

■  information has been obtained for each of the
constituent districts against each of the categories
by consistent approaches that can be relied upon.

4.12 The assessment is essentially to see how what has
been done compares with the approach out in
Chapter 5 of these guidelines.
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5 Undertaking strategic level 
assessments that do not rely 
on full local level studies

5.1 Where separate levels in the development plan
system are pursued successively rather than
consecutively, timing may require estimates of housing
potential for strategic planning purposes to be
obtained before a full set of local level studies have
been undertaken by a common process.

5.2 The proposed method is one of involving both the
local and strategic authorities in a participative and
co-operative process.This has the advantage of
combining local knowledge with strategic
considerations.The approach has the merit too of
linking the consideration of urban housing potential
directly into the process of using that information
(along with other factors) in determining the
distribution of the housing requirement.

5.3 The mutual appreciation nurtured through co-operative
working may also offset the tendency sometimes
noted for urban capacity studies to identify a relatively
low amount of capacity if carried out when the
strategic distribution of the housing requirement is
being undertaken, and a relatively high amount of
capacity if carried out for determining how provision
is to be made in the local plan.

5.4 For strategic planning authorities requiring
information prior to a full set of consistent local level
studies being prepared, the approach followed should
be to work with the district councils to:

■  identify a commonly agreed set of sources or
categories of potential housing provision;

■  create a spreadsheet setting out the total
estimated potential from each source for each
district council;

■  obtain from each of the district councils the
information to complete each cell of the
spreadsheet;

■  combine the estimates of provision from different
sources and different districts to obtain county
totals.

5.5 This approach is likely to be most resource-effective
and the potential benefits most likely to be realised if
the work is undertaken through a series of
workshops, dealing successively with:

■  the agreement of the methodology for the
preparation of the strategic assessment of
potential, and preferably its relationship with the
approach to be taken to the strategic distribution
of the housing requirement

■  the provision by the district councils of the specific
pieces of information required.

5.6 Two workshops should be enough, with sufficient
time in between for the agreement from the first
session to be broadcast and for the district councils
to obtain the required information.

5.7 The agreement of the methodology is likely to need
to decide:

■  the settlements to be included in the work;

■  the timescale over which the estimates of potential
are to be prepared;
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■  the relationship between what is identified as
housing potential, and the way that strategic plans
deal with completions, permissions and local plan
allocations;

■  the sources or categories of potential housing
provision to be separately assessed and entered
into the strategic spreadsheet;

■  how the required information will be obtained,
with the respective roles of the district and county
councils and any other parties identified.

5.8 The sources or categories of potential housing
provision to be agreed might be:

■  the net yield from the reassessment of already
allocated sites within identified settlements;

■  specific sites that are currently vacant or
significantly underused and considered suitable for
residential development that would yield a number
of dwellings above an agreed threshold;

■  the area of land currently in other agreed uses –
such as employment – for which possible
proportionate yields could be agreed, subject to
clear rules to avoid any double counting with the
previous category;

■  the yield that might arise from the redevelopment
of parts of existing housing areas, again subject to
clear rules to avoid any double counting with the
previous and next categories;

■  sources of housing for which individual sites could
not be identified, such as small plot intensification
and residential sub-divisions.

5.9 These are sources for the potential study to consider.
There has to be certainty that completions data is
excluded from the examination of potential.

5.10 The strategic planning authorities also have to
determine – and seek information on as appropriate –
the way that any continuing yield from outside the
specified settlements is dealt with in making provision
to meet the housing requirement.

5.11 The identification of the required information for
each of the local plan areas for the assessment of
potential can be by three possible means:

■  from the district councils’ interpretation of their
own previously undertaken capacity studies

■  from work done specifically for the purpose
according to guidelines agreed between the
authorities

■  in the absence of district-specific data, from
estimates arrived at from the informed
interpolation of the material from other local plan
areas.

5.12 There is a clear and considerable benefit if the
information to be assembled for strategic purposes
can be drawn from, or subsequently used for, work at
the local level.

5.13 A point about the use of information needs to be
emphasised here. Information assembled in this way
for strategic planning purposes cannot be
disaggregated subsequently for use at the local level
with sufficient confidence.
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6 Using Consistently Undertaken
Future Local Levels Studies in 
the Strategic Planning Process

6.1 With a full set of local level studies in place
undertaken according to the guidance incorporating
the common process (Chapter 3), combining the
outputs from these studies will provide best
information for use at the strategic level common.

7 Informing Sub-regional 
Strategies on Matters of 
Housing Potential

7.1 Studies of potential are to be undertaken at what are
described as the sub-regional and strategic as well as
the local levels.At the present time, with the reform
of the planning system underway, the precise nature
of the sub-regional and strategic levels is uncertain.
However defined and promoted, plans will continue
to be needed at different levels, with plans prepared
at different levels working together more as a set
than in the past. In these circumstances, the need for
information on urban potential that is transferable
between levels will remain vital.

7.2 The particular characteristic that it is assumed sub-
regional strategies will have is the inclusion of areas
that are not delineated by administrative boundaries.
Unless this is the case there will have been little
change. It is noted that the draft Planning Policy
Statement (PPS11) published in October 2003 says
that:

■  Sub-regions should reflect the functional relationships
between settlements or land uses within the area
affected by the same strategic planning issue which
may well differ from pre-existing administrative
boundaries

■  Sub-regions should be based on a clearly recognisable
‘strategic policy deficit’ which cannot be addressed by
general RSS policy or by individual or joint development
plan documents.
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7.3 This interpretation of ‘sub-regional‘ means that the
estimates of potential used in the sub-regional
strategies will have to come from good quality
information at the settlement rather than solely at
the district level.This will only be available from local
level studies undertaken in the future following the
common process.

8 Good Practice Examples 

8.1 A number of the approaches and steps described in
the earlier parts of this guidance are illustrated by
reference to planning authorities that have used
similar methods as part of their work on the
assessment of urban capacity.

Steps 9 and 10 of the common process for
local level studies

8.2 Steps 9 and 10 of the common process (concerned
with the assessment of opportunities and the
estimation of yield) can be difficult steps and are ones
that will be vital to the quality of the study and its
use. Part of Step 9 will be an analysis of the effects of
the housing land market.The effects of competing
uses and the way that this was done in a study for
Shepway District Council is described.

8.3 The use of urban design case studies adds greatly to
the process of justifying yields in a transparent way,
and helps to avoid confusion and scepticism of the
final potential derived.The way that design studies
were incorporated into work by Brighton & Hove
Council is described.
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Market assessment – Shepway District Council

8.4 A firm of chartered surveyors were appointed to
assess the market viability of the sites identified by
Shepway District Council.This was done as an
alternative to assuming that developers would solve
all constraints through the operation of the market.
The assessment endeavours to provide a reliable test
that helps to ensure proposed sites have a realistic
chance of coming forward.

8.5 The study (produced as a separate technical report)
involved surveying all the sites from a market
perspective, providing an assessment of sites in terms
of desirability as a residential location from an
occupier perspective and consequently concluding
upon the likely level of interest from house builders.

8.6 Each site identified by the council was inspected,
comments were made on the proposed layout and
housing yield (particularly where layouts comprised
either flats or houses), a range of sales values on a
per sq ft basis were provided (to give an indication of
market desirability), and finally a ‘viability rating’ was
given to each site.This rating was used to judge
whether the site was unlikely, likely or almost certain
to come forward during the period.

8.7 The study presents an analysis of the national and
local housing markets, individual site appraisals,
comments on the council’s yield estimates, predictions
as to the likely time phase and detailed listings of
comparable new build situations in the local area.

8.8 In the final urban capacity study, the council
concluded that the work carried out by the surveyors
presented an independent view of site viability from a

developers’ perspective, and the appropriate phasing
took full account of chartered surveyors’ comments
on the desirability of sites and on owners’ aspirations.

A design-led approach – Brighton & Hove
Council

8.9 A design-led approach was used by consultants to
underpin an urban capacity study for Brighton &
Hove.The design analysis aimed to provide a reliable
means of estimating site capacity and also helped to
illuminate some of the key policy choices (in relation
to density, car parking and other design standards).

8.10 A total 12 case study design examples were carried
out and the results of these were used as principles
to inform yield from the large identified sites.The
selected sites reflected a variety of locations and
typologies, for example an outlying residential estate
on the edge of a built up area and a high density
urban residential location. In addition, two further
high density typologies are described, derived from
recent permissions, to inform yield decisions on sites
in central locations. Detailed plans are published but
precise locations are not revealed for reasons of
‘public concern’. It must be made clear here that the
Brighton and Hove study is selected as an example of
good practice in its approach to different design
scenarios and not in the concealment of site
locations.

8.11 The study has undertaken design solutions for two
policy scenarios; the first aims to match the densities
and standards suggested in PPG3: Housing, while the
second seeks to increase the densities achieved in the
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first scenario and moves towards maximising the
development potential of the site in line with the
principles of sustainable residential quality.

8.12 The study has a chapter dedicated to exploring the
potential through design, which sets out the rationale
behind the design approach. Principles identified as
important included creating quality spaces, creating
local identity, ease of movement, density and diversity
of types of tenure, security and comfort, and
environmental sustainability.

8.13 The study presents the design case study findings as
an appendix with 1:500 A3 colour layouts depicting
plans for both scenarios.The individual case studies
provide background information, site characteristics
and a brief design appraisal. Each case scenario also
provides a breakdown of the potential site yield, the
dwelling mix, density, parking standards and other
uses if applicable.The level of detail is justified as the
resulting findings are significantly used as guidance for
other similar identified sites.

Step 12 of the common process for local level
studies 

8.14 Two examples of good practice are included here,
relating to Step 12, the potential from non site-
specific sources.Although new dwellings can be
expected to come forward, the precise location of
every unit cannot be predicted and identified and so
some indication has to be drawn from what has
happened in the past. Unless evidence of past
development under defined yield thresholds, related
to original sources of housing over a long period of

time is provided, little weight can be attached to
projections of unidentified completions.The possibility
of double-counting needs to be avoided as far as is
practicable.

Non site-specific sources – Hastings Borough
Council

8.15 The urban capacity study completed for Hastings
Borough Council takes account of this issue and uses
past performance as an indication of whether the
factors conducive to change are present.

8.16 A robust process of analysing completions on
unidentified sites by source is aided by the study
previously implying a site yield threshold to identifying
opportunities.The Hastings study aims to identify
provision from completions on unidentified small sites
(five or fewer dwellings), with provision of large sites
(6+ dwellings) being dealt with in the site-specific
analysis.

8.17 The main purpose of this approach is to provide a
basis for the estimates of the provision that could be
made from non site-specific sources in the future.
Exploration of past completions from 1991–2001 in
this study exemplifies good practice, as a ten year
period is typical of the UK housing market generally,
with peaks and troughs. Furthermore, when past
trends were analysed in this case, there was no
discernible trend in completions over the period
which suggests either an increased or decreased
future projection.The study is clear in identifying four
categories of past completions (conversions, changes
of use, redevelopment/demolition and new build).
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8.18 The study also recommends the deletion of the
allowance for large windfall sites from the local plan.
This is because the study has highlighted all the
currently identifiable sites from which such an
allowance is likely to arise. It goes on to state that in
the event that any large previously unidentified sites
come forward unexpectedly then the supply of
housing can be adjusted by a variety of means during
a subsequent review of the plan.The plan, monitor
and manage process is specifically advocated to
address such a situation.

8.19 The study displays good practice in the comparisons
it makes to information used for the Revised Deposit
Draft Plan. By comparing the study’s figures based on
past completions rates to that of the figure in the
plan, the study is able to emphasise the importance of
using past completion data rather than permissions.

Large windfalls - avoidance of double counting
- Gosport Borough Council

8.20 The study established that windfall development on
large sites (10+ dwellings) over the past five years,
excluding completions on allocated sites, contributed
92 dwellings per year.

8.21 However, the study considers that by its very nature,
the study has identified a number of these sites that
have potential for housing development.Therefore the
amount of windfall development on large sites is
likely, consequently, to be substantially less than in the
recent past. It is therefore not appropriate to make an
estimate for large windfall sites

8.22 The study concludes that the contribution that such
sites, if they come forward, may make to the supply of
housing will be assessed through the monitoring
process as part of the ‘plan, monitor and manage’
process as recommended in PPG 3: Housing.

Co-operative working

8.23 Looking for opportunities for local authorities to
work together and to do so with partners is favoured
by PPG3.

8.24 At the instigation of Cornwall County Council, with
the agreement and involvement of the district
councils, an urban capacity study was undertaken for
each of the six districts at the same time by the same
method.This was carried out by independent
consultants and provided high quality and consistent
information across the districts. By this approach the
strategic and local planning processes can use the
same information with a potentially significant
decrease in the time required to put both levels of
plan in place and this was obtained at less cost than if
each district had undertaken the work independently.
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