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London Plan Examination 

London Borough of Bexley (respondent number 2722) 

Statement on Matter 20 

1. M20. Are 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? 

 

1.1. The targets for small housing development in Table 4.2 are unjustified and 

undeliverable, effectively rendering the Plan unsound. The targets and the 

related draft policy H2 rely on a methodology which is unsupported by any 

evidence and which anticipates a level of growth which far exceeds trends, 

and as a result the targets are set at a level which will never be achieved. 

 

1.2. Draft policy H2 is wholly inadequate as a mechanism for driving the 

unprecedented increase in small sites which would need to come forward to 

meet the targets in Table 4.2. There is some current capacity to provide 

additional housing through some suburban intensification, including in-fill 

sites, in sustainable locations.  However, the draft London Plan policy shift in 

draft policy H2 Small sites will not encourage the huge increase in 

applications or completions that would be required to meet the small sites 

element of the housing target – including a near nine fold increase in Bexley.  

 

1.3. Analysis of trends at both the local and London-wide levels demonstrate that 

the quantity of change required is unlikely to follow from the change in policy, 

particularly given that many boroughs including Bexley already have policies 

which are not just permissive of but actually encourage development of small 

sites. 

 

1.4. Across London, a six-fold increase on recent completions would be required 

to meet the proposed targets. Figures from the London Development 

Database show that, for small sites in the eight years FY2008/09 to 

FY2015/16, there were 22,143 net additional residential units resulting from 

new development and 10,323 net additional residential units from 

conversions, for a total of 32,466 net residential units; this equates to 

approximately 4,058 units per annum. By contrast, the London-wide draft 

small sites target is 24,573 per annum. 

 

1.5. Within Bexley, a greater than fivefold increase on current completions would 

be required to meet the proposed targets. In the four years between 

FY2014/15 and FY2017/18, 630 net dwellings were created from 

developments on 25 or fewer units on sites of 0.25ha or fewer, according to 
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figures from the London Development Database. This represents an average 

of 158 net dwellings per annum over the period, or approximately 18% of the 

annual target set out in Table 4.2. 

 

1.6. Bexley’s Local Plan encourages development of small sites. Our Core 

Strategy identifies Sustainable Growth Areas, located primarily around town 

centres and railway stations, where we direct this kind of development. This is 

supported by Saved UDP Policy H8 which is permissive of development of 

small sites.  Even on the most constrained types of small sites – new 

dwellings to the side or rear of existing dwellings and sited on gardens or 

incidental open space – the policy simply sets out four additional and 

relatively standard criteria that proposals must meet.  

1.7. However, despite this policy framework, LB Bexley received only 580 

applications for small sites between FY2014/15 and FY2017/18, totalling 

1,508 net units proposed. This represents an average of 145 applications per 

annum, with an average of 377 units proposed each year. This means that 

the draft London Plan policy would need to encourage the number of units 

proposed each year to be increased by two and one-third, and rely on all of 

these being approved. This sort of shift is unrealistic, saddling the local 

authority with an unachievable component of the overall housing target, 

stopping the borough from identifying an alternative and more deliverable mix 

of housing land sources to meet the defined target and potentially leading to 

planning by appeal on the basis that housing need is not being met. 

2. a) Is the modelling of delivery from small sites in the SHLAA justified, 

including reliance on PTALs? 

 

2.1. The modelling of delivery from small sites is unjustified because it is based on 

an unrealistic assumption about the level of future growth in existing 

residential areas. The failure to make realistic assumptions regarding small 

sites is contrary to the National Planning Policy Framework paragraph 70, 

which states that where an allowance is made for “windfall sites as part of 

anticipated supply, there should be compelling evidence that they will provide 

a reliable source of supply” and that the allowance should be “realistic, having 

regard to the strategic housing land availability assessment, historic windfall 

delivery rates and expected future trends”. 

 

2.2. The GLA assumes 1% annual growth in existing residential areas with PTALs 

of 3 to 6 or within 800m of a railway station or tube station or a town centre. 

The GLA expects this growth at a net growth factor of 2.2 units in areas of 

semi-detached or detached houses and 1.3 units in areas of terraced 

housing. The methodology reduces its assumptions regarding the level of 
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growth in conservation areas and excludes existing flats, maisonettes, 

apartments, and listed buildings. 

 

2.3. Whilst the net growth factors are based on trends, the 1% annual growth 

assumption is not trends-based. In fact, it is not based on evidence at all. It is 

a wildly optimistic aspiration, unsupported by the change in policy. The failure 

to rely on trends is contrary to NPPF paragraph 70, which states that any 

allowance for windfall sites should have regard to “historic windfall delivery 

rates”. 

 

2.4. The document sent to boroughs outlining their housing target states “the 1% 

assumption is considered to provide a reasonable estimate for the level of 

additional housing that could be provided in view of the potential impact of 

proposed policy changes,” and at the Technical Seminar of 06 November 

2018 the London Plan team defended it by noting that it was viability tested.  

In fact the assumption is entirely unreasonable, and does not stack up in 

viability tests across much of outer London. 

 

2.5. LB Bexley has reviewed the GLA’s own evidence base to calculate that the 

current annual growth rate in existing residential areas is approximately 0.2%. 

A future growth rate of 1% therefore represents an increase of five times. This 

is a significant increase and is not justified by simply changing policy. 

 

2.6. In fact it would not appear unreasonable to conclude that the targets have 

been reverse-engineered to meet the gap between the need for 66,000 new 

homes per annum calculated by the Strategic Housing Market Assessment 

(SHMA) and the capacity of approximately 40,000 new homes a year on large 

sites identified by the Strategic Housing Land Availability Assessment 

(SHLAA). It would not appear a coincidence that the modelling for small sites 

was only carried out after the large sites capacity was identified, which is 

likely why the boroughs were not consulted on the approach to windfall/small 

sites when the draft methodology was shared in November 2016. At that time, 

the draft SHLAA methodology suggested that “a trend based approach will be 

used for small sites under 0.25ha.”; however, this approach was eventually 

discarded for the small sites methodology eventually settled upon, suggesting 

that the methodology was developed at a later date to bridge the gap 

between objectively assessed need and identified capacity. 

 

2.7. London boroughs were not consulted on the methodology. The draft SHLAA 

methodology consulted upon in November 2016 referred to two options to 

produce a windfall figure (both trends-based, but one excluding and the other 

including 90% of garden development), but did not introduce the proposition 



London Borough of Bexley (2722) Statement on Matter 20 

 

Page 4 of 11 

of a 1% annual growth rate in already built up areas. When the final 

methodology was eventually shared with boroughs, it was not consulted upon 

but simply presented as a fait accompli. 

 

2.8. In addition to relying on an unrealistic growth assumption, the modelling is 

flawed because it has failed to account for important trends in the existing 

housing stock. For example, in September 2016, the London Borough of 

Bexley made a non-immediate Article 4 Direction that removes permitted 

development rights for change of use from a dwelling house to a small HMO 

with 3 to 6 occupants. The move was made in response to mounting evidence 

that houses were being converted into HMOs, often under permitted 

development but sometimes outside of the planning system. During the 

course of compiling the Article 4 Direction, officers uncovered compelling 

evidence that 1,025 buildings had been converted into HMOs without the 

knowledge of the Council. Although not all of these will be within the areas 

identified by draft policy H2 D as suitable densification, the figure provides a 

broad indication that likely thousands of properties across London appear as 

suitable for conversion but have in fact already been sub-divided making 

further intensification less likely.  

 

2.9. However, the methodology makes no allowance for these pre-existing 

conversions. This trend would have become apparent through early 

consultation with boroughs and a more robust methodology developed.  

 

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

London Boroughs? 

 

3.1. A review of the draft London Plan’s own evidence clearly demonstrates that 

small sites are unviable in large swathes of outer London. Where sites are 

likely to be viable the profit margin often falls well short of the 15-20 per cent 

accepted in the planning practice guidance as the industry norm. 

 

3.2. The London Plan Viability Study (December 2017) found that “most 

development types can meet the policy requirements of the draft London 

Plan” (paragraph 18), but acknowledged that some development types were 

likely to be unviable, particularly in lower value areas. The addendum to that 

study (November 2018) included details of the outcomes of the small sites 

modelling (Appendix A). For the study, the GLA’s consultants modelled six 

different schemes, and applied each to each of the market value areas and 

with different levels of affordable housing, for a total of 85 different 

permutations of the schemes. The market value areas were created from an 

analysis of Land Registry data for the period 2015 and 2016 uplifted to end 
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June 2017, which identified 5 bands of common values (A-E) representing the 

range of London’s house prices by floor area. 

 

3.3. Although the modelling showed that most small sites developments would be 

viable on the whole across London as a whole, a review of the outcomes 

reveals that the majority of the schemes were viable only in Bands A-C. 

Schemes within Band D were viable in all but two instances, but even where 

the schemes appeared viable on paper in some cases net revenues were 

highly unlikely to provide the standard normal profit of 15-20 per cent, making 

it unrealistic that those schemes would come forward in the real world. The 

case is much worse in Band E, where only four of 17 schemes were 

considered viable. 

 

3.4. The spatial distribution of the market value bands across London makes clear 

that schemes are largely unviable in outer London. Map 5.1 of the Viability 

Study illustrates that outer London is covered primarily by Bands D and E: 

 

 

1 Distribution of sales values by postcode district (GLA, London Plan Viability Study, December 2017) 

 

3.5. Small sites might be viable on the whole across London, but they are largely 

unviable in outer London. Within London Borough of Bexley, the vast majority 

of the borough for which there is information falls within Band E, with only a 
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small collection of postcodes within Band D. The case is the same in many 

parts pf outer London, including in Sutton, in south west London, and 

Redbridge, in north east London. The east London borough of Barking and 

Dagenham only has sites within Band E. Despite the GLA’s own evidence 

indicating that small sites are unlikely to be viable in these locations, the draft 

London Plan apportions targets for small sites development to outer London 

boroughs. As a result, only a very few schemes are actually likely to come 

forward in outer London, making the small sites targets unrealistic and 

undeliverable. 

 

3.6. The difficult economics of small sites is exacerbated in outer London. Small 

schemes are generally more expensive to build, with one study finding that 

the build cost for all residential schemes of 10 units or less is on average 6% 

higher than on larger developments1. Costs are generally higher because 

small developments do not benefit from economies of scale. Costs are also 

higher per unit because a number of costs, including marketing and finance, 

are fixed regardless of the number of units. Small sites also tend to be 

developed by smaller developers and builders who do not enjoy the 

resources available to large-scale developers. These issues are compounded 

in outer London, where viability is an issue on all sites where in general land 

values are lower but build costs remain comparable to those in central and 

inner London. 

 

4. 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? 

 

4.1. No it has not. Bexley will suffer adverse impacts on local character and 

amenity as a result of the incremental change at the scales envisaged. There 

is little current capacity to support additional housing even assuming modest 

suburban intensification let alone the 8,650 units envisaged in the draft 

London Plan with its associated cumulative impact on infrastructure and 

character. 

 

4.2. A superficial reading of Bexley’s housing stock would suggest that there is 

capacity for suburban intensification through in-fill and conversion, however, 

the reality is that the built form actually offers much less opportunity for 

significant and sustainable suburban intensification than that demanded by 

the targets in Table 4.2. Although the South East London SHMA 2014 

                                                
1
 Building Cost Information Service of the Royal Institution of Chartered Surveyors. Housing 

development: the economics of small sites – the effect of project size on the cost of housing 
construction. August 2015. 
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reported that Bexley’s dwelling stock was 44.7 per cent semi-detached and 

7.3 per cent detached, plots are often relatively small and narrow, restricting 

proper vehicular access to any potential rear development and increasing the 

adverse impact of development on neighbouring properties and the character 

of the area, particularly given the random and piecemeal fashion in which any 

developments are likely to emerge. For example, one typical suburban road 

of semi-detached houses within 800m of both a town centre and railway 

station at Welling has average plot sizes measured at 280 sq m2. With 

existing built development and front gardens accounting for over 40% of the 

plot area and tight separation distances between dwellings (see image below) 

it is considered highly unlikely that such areas will be able to densify to the 

degree proposed without great difficulty and unacceptable consequences. 

 

 

2 Built form of houses on Balliol Road 

 

4.3. Smaller housing typologies also increase the importance of the rear gardens 

in providing additional storage and living space through ancillary structures 

making their loss impractical and undesirable to current owners.  As a result, 

the reality of the built form in Bexley means that there is much less capacity to 

accommodate enhanced and appropriate in-fill before there is a cumulative 

adverse impact on local character and amenity. 

 

4.4. With regard to infrastructure, the draft London Plan fails to set out how small 

sites will secure planning gain. Presumably, nearly all small sites 

development will result in the creation of a new dwelling and will therefore be 

liable for payment of the Community Infrastructure Levy.  

 

                                                
2
 28% is the average plot ratio across 38 sites on Balliol Road, DA16, a road comprised principally of 

1930s built extended semi-detached houses which is located approximately 650m from Welling 
railway station. Front garden areas typically measure 35sqm or 12.5% of the plot. 
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4.5. Further, the dispersed pattern of development resulting from the small sites 

approach and its piecemeal, incremental nature makes it much more difficult 

to plan and pay for new infrastructure effectively and also offers limited 

opportunities to provide land for any required large new facilities. The result is 

that even where new infrastructure is secured, it is unlikely to be located 

where it can serve the increased population. 

 

5. 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? 

 

5.1. The targets set out in Table 4.2 far exceed what has previously been 

achieved by Bexley or London as a whole. By contrast, a trends-based 

windfall approach in conformity with NPPF paragraph 70 would find 

substantially lower capacity on small sites. If, for example, the GLA followed a 

broadly similar approach to the 2013 SHLAA study, LB Bexley’s annual small 

sites target would likely be 1103, many times less than the 865 annual target 

imposed by Table 4.2. 

 

5.2. When the SHLAA methodology was shared with London boroughs in 

November 2016, the GLA document stated that “a trend based approach will 

be used for small sites under 0.25ha”, following the methodology set out in 

2013 (paragraph 5.1). The document noted that the 2013 SHLAA removed 

90% of housing completions from garden land to reflect the NPPF prohibition 

on including development on residential gardens within historic windfall 

delivery rates, and suggested that the 2017 SHLAA would test both options, 

that is with and without housing completions on garden land. 

 

5.3. However, when the small sites housing targets were shared, the methodology 

had been altered dramatically. Instead of a trends-based approach, the GLA 

had opted for a wildly optimistic assumption of 1% growth within existing 

residential areas. It is unclear why this shift was undertaken, but it is likely 

because the trends-based windfall approach did not meet the gap between 

the need for 66,000 new homes per annum calculated by the SHMA and the 

capacity of approximately 40,000 new homes a year on large sites identified 

by the SHLAA. 

 

5.4. As noted above, however, trends in completions are not the most revealing 

indication of whether the small sites targets are deliverable; rather, the 

                                                
3
 The figure is based on an 8-year trend from FY2008 in net conventional housing completions on 

sites under 0.25ha in size, applying the approach in the 2013 SHLAA including removing housing 
completions from office to residential permitted development rights and completions on garden land 
only included where existing buildings are demolished. 
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numbers of applications submitted for this type of development are the most 

appropriate trends. The policy shift can require local authorities to approve 

more applications, but unless developers bring forward sites, the targets will 

not be met. The fact that LB Bexley received only 580 applications for small 

sites between FY2014/15 and FY2017/18 incorporating just 1,508 dwellings 

indicates that the trend would need to be accelerated far beyond the level that 

is likely to be encouraged by the shift in policy in order to meet the proposed 

target of 865 units per annum. Given the economics of small sites 

development (see paragraph 3.6), it is highly unlikely that proposals totalling 

865 units will come forward every year, rendering the targets unrealistic and 

therefore the Plan undeliverable. 

 

6. 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? 

 

6.1. The recently revised NPPF sets out in paragraph 63 that affordable housing 

should be required only on major developments. The accompanying glossary 

defines major residential developments as schemes where 10 or more homes 

will be provided, or where the site has an area of 0.5 hectares or more. 

 

6.2. The NPPF position varies slightly from the planning practice guidance, but 

only in that it stipulates affordable housing can be provided on schemes of 10 

units or more, whereas the guidance states on schemes of more than 10 

units. The position was introduced in 2014 by the Written Ministerial 

Statement (HCWS50) which clarified that the Government intended to “tackle 

the disproportionate burden of developer contributions on small scale 

developers, custom and self-builders”, and later upheld in 2016 by the Court 

of Appeal in West Berkshire District Council & Anr v The Secretary of State for 

Communities and Local Government (Case Number: C1/2015/2559). 

 

6.3. A number of London local planning authorities have introduced policies to 

secure affordable housing contributions from schemes of ten units or fewer. 

Some, such as the London Borough of Sutton, were instructed by inspectors 

to remove the policy at examination because of the apparent conflict with 

national policy. Other local planning authorities have retained the policy but 

lost appeals. Where London boroughs have been able to secure affordable 

housing from small sites, they have done it on the basis of a local policy 

which was introduced prior to the July 2018 revision of the NPPF. 

 

6.4. A London Plan policy which required the application of affordable housing 

requirements to small sites would likely have strengthened this position, but 
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the draft London Plan fails to make this a requirement. Instead, draft policy 

H2 H merely provides guidance to “boroughs wishing to apply affordable 

housing requirements to minor developments” on how to secure contributions. 

Even if the draft London Plan were amended to require affordable housing 

contributions from small sites, it is unclear that this would be sufficient to 

outweigh national policy. A January 2018 (APP/V5570/W/17/3181523) appeal 

decision indicated that local policy can outweigh the national policy and 

guidance only where there are “specific local circumstances” demonstrated 

through a robust evidence base. Even if supported by the London Plan, an 

inspector might not consider that a local planning authority has demonstrated 

specific local circumstances warranting the application of affordable housing 

requirements to small sites in a given borough. 

 

6.5. Where local authorities are able to retain policies to seek affordable housing 

from small sites, the requirement would still be subject to viability. As 

demonstrated by the analysis of the GLA’s own evidence base set out in 

section 3 of this written statement, small sites are unviable in much of outer 

London. Further detailed analysis shows that most of the hypothetical 

schemes which are unviable are those with affordable housing contributions. 

This shows that even where local planning authorities have up-to-date 

policies to secure affordable housing from small sites, it is highly unlikely that 

affordable housing will actually be secured from most of these application 

types. 

 

6.6. This leaves an uncertain policy environment, with little confidence that local 

authority attempts to secure affordable housing from small sites will be viable, 

and, where they are, whether they will be upheld at appeal. In the event that 

two-thirds of Bexley’s housing target is constituted by small sites this would 

severely limit the borough’s ability to secure affordable housing. 

 

7. LB Bexley’s proposed alternative approach 

 

7.1. The draft London Plan should be amended to remove the small sites targets 

and instead revert to a realistic small sites allowance within the overall 

housing target. This will avoid the Plan being based on the promotion of 

unsustainable and undeliverable development which, even if only partly 

realised, risks having a profound effect on the character of outer London.    

 

7.2. The Inspectors’ Report should instruct the GLA to revert to the approach 

initially consulted upon in the draft SHLAA methodology from November 

2016, which was based on the 2013 SHLAA. Alternatively, the methodology 

could account for a realistic increase in small sites development to reflect the 
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draft Plan’s ambition to make the best use of land by utilising small sites, as 

set out in draft policies GG2 A and H2. This alternative methodology should 

be trends-based in order to make it robust and NPPF-compliant but could 

account for higher levels of growth, for example by not excluding evidence 

regarding historic development on garden land, which was done in the 2013 

SHLAA. Any alternative methodology should be developed in concert with the 

boroughs. 

 

7.3. This would need to be allied with changes to the employment land policies, 

particularly draft policies E4-E7, to allow greater flexibility in the application of 

a plan-led approach to identifying sufficient land for housing (see LBB’s 

statement on matter 62 regarding land for industry, logistics and services).  


