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Home Builders Federation 

Representor number: 2320 

Matter number: M20 

 

Draft London Plan 

Small sites and small housing developments  
 

Written statements in response to M20 may be up to 4,000 words in length.  

 

M20. Is the presumption in favour of small housing developments of between 1 and 25 

homes in Policy H2 and the targets in Table 4.2 justified and deliverable and will the 

policy be effective? In particular:  

 

a) Is the modelling of delivery from small sites in the SHLAA justified, including reliance 

on PTALs? 

 

Policy H2 is unsound because it is ineffective and inconsistent with national policy.  

 

It is difficult to know whether the Policy will be successful in supporting 24,573 net additions a 

year. Experience, and an examination of past rates of delivery in London, should tell one that 

it will not yield the number of completions hoped for. It is therefore a very high-risk strategy 

and as such it should not be relied upon to the extent that it is as a solution to London’s housing 

challenges. Should it fail then it will result in a great under-delivery of housing and 

consequential damage to the lives of Londoners. The Mayor cannot afford to take this risk.  

 

We have considered the rationale for the small sites component in the SHLAA. Small sites 

make up 38% of the housing supply for the 10-year plan period. Because the small sites are 

not identified, it is essentially a windfall allowance. That would not necessarily to a problem, 

but the Mayor also includes a small sites windfall as a component of future supply as well as 

a small-sites modelled figure (see Table 9.1, page 167 of the SHLAA). They are both 

essentially the same thing although we recognise that the Mayor treats the ‘small sites 

modelled’ component as an expected source of new supply, one that is enabled by the ‘policy 

twist’ provided by the presumption. The small sites modelled figure is 18,790dpa and the 

windfall figure is 5,738dpa (Table 6.6 and 6.7) giving a total small sites element of 24,528dpa.  

 

The NPPF in paragraph 48 advises that windfall assumptions should be backed-up by 

compelling evidence that such sites will continue to provide a reliable source of supply.  

 

The Mayor’s approach is a novel one and an untested area. Government policy (NPPF 2012) 

and guidance allows for a land supply be made up of three elements: identified sites, broad 

locations and windfall. One could argue that the modelled approach which makes and 

assumption about small sites supply from locations that are in PTAL levels 3 to 6 or are within 

800m distance from stations and town centres is similar to a broad location. However, broad 

locations are still areas that need to be delineated in the local plan (paragraph 23 of the NPPF 

2018). Moreover, unlike broad locations, which are specific areas ‘red-lined’ in a local plan 

with a notional yield of homes attributed to the red-lined area, the small-sites modelled 

approach is far more disparate and theoretical.  
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Furthermore, the NPPF 2012, does not allow broad-locations in the land supply for the first 

five years. It is evident that the GLA’s SHLAA places great weight on the small-sites modelled 

approach for the first phase (phase 2) of the DLP rather than specific identified sites that are 

suitable and achievable with a realistic prospect that housing will be delivered on these sites 

within five years. The Mayor’s approach in the SHLAA is therefore very much at odds with the 

requirements of national policy.  

 

This is the reason why London always performs so badly against the London Plan targets.  

 

This highlights the fundamental problem with the London Plan: any shortcomings with the 

Mayor’s top-down and technocratic approach to establishing housing targets, including the 

GLA’s very broad assumptions about capacity, will only come to light at the level of local plan 

making. Unfortunately, this is too late to correct the overarching London Plan strategy. It is 

therefore better to adopt a more cautious approach to the housing land supply assessment. 

This is why we have advocated adopting the 12-year annual average windfall yield as an 

alternative and more cautious measure of what is likely to come forward on small sites. Even 

this is a potentially very generous allowance given the prescriptive detail in many of the other 

policies in the DLP that could militate against delivery.  

 

b) Is it realistic to expect the small sites target to be achieved in the outer London 

Boroughs?  

 

The Mayor’s approach is an interesting one, and probably worth persevering with, but it is 

unlikely to yield the numbers hoped for. There are not that many small developers out there, 

and for established builders, the costs outweigh any benefits. Typically, a medium sized 

housebuilder makes more money from schemes of 100-200 dwellings than a scheme of 25 

units or fewer. Indeed, the time, complexity and uncertainties involved in developing in 

London, generally discourages many developers – big and small - from operating in London. 

Above all, it is unclear whether there is the public and political will to make it happen. The 

weight of objections from the London boroughs suggest that it will meet with a lot of resistance.  

 

We consider a more cautious assumption of 12,994 dpa for both small sites and windfall (the 

12-year average windfall trend – see Table 6.3 of the SHLAA) would be a more prudent figure. 

This could be increased through subsequent versions of the Plan if the policy proves to be 

more successful than we have anticipated.  

 

The Mayor is wrong through his Minor Amendments to the DLP to delete the reference to the 

need to identify small sites from Part D of Policy GG4. The new NPPF in paragraph 68, part 

a) requires local plans to accommodate at least 10% of the housing requirement on sites no 

larger than one hectare. This is something that the London LPAs will need to grapple with from 

now on.  

 

c) Has adequate consideration been given to the cumulative impacts of this policy on, 

amongst other things, infrastructure, affordable housing provision and the character of 

some neighbourhoods as referred to in paragraph 4.2.5?  

 

Some consideration has been given to the effect of other policy measures on the ability to 

achieve these targets. The SHLAA applies various sophisticated discounting calculations to 

reflect the potential limiting effect of historic environment designations in the output areas (see 

paragraphs 6.28-6.31).  
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The chief infrastructure constraint factored-into the assessment is one of public transport 

accessibility. It is not clear what other infrastructure requirements would need to be mitigated. 

This would be very specific to the location of development, adding to our general observation 

that it is very difficult to gauge how successful this policy approach will be.  

 

In terms of affordable housing, Policy H2 Part H requires the threshold approach to be applied 

to major developments; that is schemes of ten units or more, or greater than 1 hectare. Part 

H requires off-site tariff contributions for minor schemes. The Mayor is firmly of the view that 

his affordable housing policy will not harm the viability of development. His London Plan 

Viability Study (LPVS) does, however, provide instances where development is unviable in 

lower value areas, e.g. Residential Case Study 2: 24 dwellings, five storey scheme, in Value 

Band E (see figure 9.8 on page 70 of the LPVS). 

 

d) Is the policy support for infill development within the curtilage of a house consistent 

with national policy in paragraph 53 of the NPPF which refers to resisting inappropriate 

development of residential gardens?  

 

The NPPF 2012 states that local planning authorities can decide whether to restrict 

development within the curtilage of existing dwellings. Some London local plans have 

implemented a restriction. Harrow’s local plan is one example that springs to mind. It would 

be useful to know how many London local plans adopted since the NPPF 2012 have adopted 

a restriction.  

 

It is unclear how successful the Mayor will be in over-riding this aspect of national policy. 

Although the language adopted in the NPPF 2018 is more permissive in assuming that 

residential garden development can be acceptable, it still allows plan-makers to establish 

restrictive policies to resist this if this will cause harm to local areas (paragraph 70). As 

previously pointed out, some London boroughs like Richmond-upon-Thames have very 

extensive conservation area coverage and this could militate against the effectiveness of the 

policy.  

 

It is also very unclear if the GLA’s approach to the redevelopment of existing residential areas 

will result in appropriate living conditions for the population of London. Inspector Mike Fox’s 

recent observations regarding Newham’s new Local Plan are apposite here (report dated 26 

November 2018):  

“100. In relation to small sites potential, the Council’s monitoring figures show that their 

delivery over the last five years (2012/13-2016/17) has averaged 234 units pa, i.e. 

considerably short of the 950 dpa GLA figure.  

101. Secondly, the GLA small sites figure is a pan-London application to all terraced 

houses with a PTAL rating of 3 and above or within 800m of a tube/rail station or a town 

centre boundary. From the evidence, I have identified two issues with this methodology 

in relation to Newham. Firstly, the GLA assumption is based on the sub-division of 

terraced housing, which would make these smaller units in many cases too small and 

therefore unsuitable for family housing. This methodology therefore runs counter to the 

Council’s identified need for more family housing, an issue which I will address more 

fully later in my report.  

102. The second issue is that the GLA standardised approach does not take into account 

the significant variation in the size and character of terraced housing across London. This 



 

 
HBF/DRAFT LONDON PLAN, DECEMBER 2018 
  4 
 

is relevant in Newham, where the evidence shows the typical terraced house in the 

Borough being a small, two or three bedroomed Victorian structure, as opposed to the 

larger, Georgian terraces which are prevalent or at least more common in some other 

London Boroughs.”  

 

The Inspector makes a good point. One would also query whether there is the appetite among 
the generally wealthy owners of London’s Georgian, Regency and Victorian terraces in the 
central London boroughs to sub-divide these. Indeed, the pressure facing most London 
boroughs at the moment is to prevent the re-conversion of desirable 18-19th century homes 
back into family homes. 
 

e) Will the provisions of Policy H2 provide an effective strategic context for the 

preparation of local plans and neighbourhood plans including support for custom, self-

build and community-led housing? Are the detailed criteria necessary and would they 

provide an effective basis for development management? Are the qualifications at 

Policy H2 HA-HC justified in themselves and would they effectively eliminate the 

positive presumption for small housing developments?  

 

Some of the provisions of Policy H2 are necessary to enable the policy to achieve the desired 

outcome – an increase in the delivery of housing in London on small non-identified sites. For 

example, the exemption of schemes of nine units and fewer from making contributions towards 

affordable housing unless as a tariff (Part H) is essential and so is the ‘presumption in favour 

of small housing developments’ (Part D). 

 

However, the need to prepare area-wide design codes (Part B) is a resource intensive activity. 

We doubt whether all the London LPAs have the time, money or skills to do this. This will delay 

significantly, and possibly profoundly, the ability of the London LPAs to realise the small sites 

element of their housing targets over the next ten years.  

 

In terms of Parts HA to HC we do tend to feel that this will cancel-out any benefit that might 

have accrued from the operation of the presumption. The requirement of Part HB that there 

should be no net loss of green cover could create difficulties where development within the 

residential curtilage is involved. Part HC – schemes that fail to optimise potential housing 

development on a site should not benefit from the presumption - is vague and arbitrary. It has 

the potential to militate against the effectiveness of the policy. Overall, rather than freeing 

things up, the policy is a minefield of interpretation.  

 

On balance, although the HBF welcomes aspects of the policy, we have severe reservations 

about its ability to supply 24,528 net additions a year on small sites.  

 

f) Based on the historic delivery from sites below 0.25 hectares (whether allocated or 

windfalls) how will the Plan’s expectations for delivery be achieved?  

 

There is no mechanism that can force the delivery of sites that may not exist in the first place. 

It is possible that more small sites may come forward as a result of the policy, but probably 

not as many as the Mayor hopes for. The effectiveness of the policy needs careful monitoring. 

See our response to M22.  

 

As we have discussed above, we consider that it would be more sensible for the Mayor to 

base his expectations from this policy on his Approach 2 – namely the 12-year windfall trend. 

This is still very generous because it will include office to residential permitted development – 
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a relatively sizable contribution of 31,190 new homes over the 12 years - but which is 

something that the Mayor would like to restrict through the DLP.  

 

Conversely, the 12-year small sites windfall trend includes completions through infill/new build 

development within a residential curtilage (a smaller contribution – 6,770 homes). This is set 

out in paragraphs 6.6 and 6.15 of the SHLAA.  

 

We consider that Approach 2 – 12,994dpa - is more indicative of the likely yield of homes from 

small schemes over the new plan period.  

 

g) What will happen in the interim pending the work to prepare area-wide design codes 

referred to in Policy H2 B 2)?  

 

As we have stated above, it is unclear whether the London LPAs have the time, resources or 

skills to prepare design-codes for the various areas in their boroughs including areas within 

PTALs 3-6 or town centre boundaries. This is a lot of design codes. Whether small schemes 

will be allowed permission until all this design work is done is unclear. It seems doubtful. The 

risk for a small developer of submitting a scheme that falls foul of the Mayor’s requirement in 

Policy D2 Part F for thorough scrutiny by borough planning, urban design and conservation 

officers and potentially other ‘expert advice’ too.  

 

h) Are the provisions of Policy H2 H) relating to affordable housing requirements for 

minor developments justified, notwithstanding that they are inconsistent with national 

policy? 

 

Given the scale of the small sites challenge, a more sensible approach would be for the Mayor 

to take a risk and adopt a more permissive approach. Anything that can reduce complexity 

and cost is valued by small developers. If this more permissive approach proves hugely 

successful (because 25,000 completions are being achieved each year on small sites) then 

the Mayor could revisit the need to require affordable housing obligations on minor schemes 

through a focused review of the London Plan, or as part of an early review of the London Plan 

which we believe is necessary in any case.  

In terms of national policy, the policy a) does not conform to national policy; and b) the current 

wording of the policy may be ineffective in preventing London Boroughs from imposing a lower 

threshold in any case.   

 

It is national policy (Written Ministerial Statement, 25 November 2014) to relieve developments 

of ten units or fewer from contributions to affordable housing. The NPPF 2018 requires 

schemes of nine units or fewer to be exempted. We oppose the Mayor’s approach, because 

it does not fully reflect the requirements of national policy.  

It will be necessary for the Mayor to adhere to the national policy through the DLP if the delivery 

of the number of homes required from small sites – homes that are not currently identified – 

is to have any chance of success. If there is the possibility that the London LPAs can lower 

the threshold at which they seek obligations for affordable housing, which Part H of the Policy 

allows them to do, then this may well discourage small developers and new entrants looking 

at opportunities in London.  
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James Stevens, MRTPI 

Director for Cities  

Email: james.stevens@hbf.co.uk 

Tel: 0207 960 1623  
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