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M25 Would Policy H9 be consistent with national policy? Is the approach taken 

justified? 
 
25.1 Policies H5, H6 and H7 set out an approach to deliver 50 per cent of new homes as 

affordable homes, in line with the 2012 NPPF.1 A significant proportion of new 
affordable homes will be delivered through planning contributions, with these being 
augmented by homes delivered with affordable housing grant. The strategic affordable 
housing target is both ambitious and deliverable, given current affordable housing 
funding commitments from the Government. This notwithstanding, it is accepted that 
the target falls short of London’s affordable housing need for 65 per cent of new 
homes to be affordable, as identified in the Strategic Housing Market Assessment 
(SHMA). It is therefore essential that all developments that can viably contribute 
towards London’s affordable housing needs do so. Policy H9 sets out an approach to 
the Vacant Building Credit (VBC) that will help to achieve this.  

25.2 Policy H9 sets out that, in most circumstances, the application of the VBC will not be 
appropriate. The VBC policy was introduced through a Written Ministerial Statement 
(WMS) in 2014 to incentivise development on brownfield land, including the 
redevelopment or reuse of empty and redundant buildings. It is based on the premise 
that affordable housing requirements may prevent those sites from coming forward. 
The VBC applies to sites where a vacant building is brought back into any lawful use or 
is demolished or replaced by a new building (‘abandoned’ buildings are specifically 
excluded from the policy). In either case, the gross floorspace of the relevant vacant 
building(s) can be used as a ‘credit’ when the local planning authority calculates any 
affordable housing contribution. The VBC approach is to require affordable housing 
contributions only on any uplift in floorspace (with the floor area of the vacant 
building excluded from the calculation).2 Further guidance regarding the use of the 
VBC was published in Planning Practice Guidance (PPG) in 2016.3 Prior to 
redevelopment, almost all buildings are empty or redundant, so the VBC has the 
potential to be applied very widely.  

25.3 The vast majority of development sites in London are brownfield sites, most of which 
have existing buildings on them. Wider application of the VBC could unnecessarily and 
significantly reduce the Mayor’s ability to meet London’s affordable housing need and 
the VBC is unlikely to incentivise more sites to come forward for redevelopment.  

25.4 GLA Analysis shows that if the VBC were applied in all possible circumstances, 
affordable housing requirements could be reduced by up to 14 per cent across London 
on schemes which trigger affordable housing requirements. This scenario would see 
the loss of up to 9,090 affordable homes per year that would otherwise have been 
required. Appendix 1 sets out the approach used by the GLA to estimate the potential 
impact of the VBC on affordable housing requirements across London.  

25.5 The policies in the draft Plan seek to ensure suitable brownfield land comes forward 
for housing, while ensuring that affordable housing is secured where viable and that 

                                                 
1 NLP/GD/03: DCLG, National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) 2012, Paragraphs 47 and 50 
2 Written ministerial statement (HCWS50), Small scale developers, Brandon Lewis Minister of State, Department for 
Communities and Local Government, November 2014  
3 MHCLG, Planning Practice Guidance (PPG), Paragraph: 021 Reference ID: 23b-021-20160519 Revision date: 19 
05 2016 
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the requirement for affordable housing is embedded in land values. The threshold 
approach to affordable housing allows sites that legitimately cannot meet the 
applicable affordable housing threshold to be considered under the Viability Tested 
Route, and thus the VBC is not required as an incentive to bring those sites forward. In 
those circumstances, the draft Plan already contains sufficient safeguards to ensure 
affordable housing requirements do not adversely affect the redevelopment of 
brownfield sites. It is for this reason that Policy H9 states that the application of the 
VBC will not generally be appropriate.  

25.6 This approach is considered to be consistent with the underlying objective of the PPG 
and the 2012 NPPF. Moreover, any alternative approach would seriously impede 
delivery of the Mayor’s strategic affordable housing target, which would place the 
draft Plan in conflict with other aspects of national policy. Policy H9 B and C set out 
criteria that decision makers may take into account when considering whether to apply 
the VBC. These criteria allow decision makers to arrive at a reasoned judgement as to 
whether the existing building has been made vacant for the sole purposes of re-
development. This is consistent with, and helps decision makers apply, national 
guidance.4     

  

                                                 
4 MHCLG, PPG, Paragraph: 023, Reference ID: 23b-023, Revision date: 19 05 2016 
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Appendix 1: Potential Impact of the Vacant Building Credit in London 

This note sets out the methodological approach used by the GLA to estimate the potential 
impact of the Vacant Building Credit (VBC) on affordable housing requirements across London. 
The analysis presents a worst-case scenario in which it is assumed that all existing floorspace 
lost to redevelopment is vacant and therefore eligible to benefit from the VBC. As such, the 
analysis demonstrates the maximum potential impact of the VBC in terms of foregone 
affordable housing.  

National VBC guidance states that affordable housing can only be required on uplifts in 
residential floorspace, taking into account the existing floorspace of the vacant building(s).5 For 
example, where an existing building with a gross floorspace of 8,000 square metres is 
demolished to clear a site for the development of a new residential building with a floorspace of 
10,000 square metres, any affordable housing contribution should be a fifth of what would 
normally be sought. I.e. affordable housing contributions would only be required on the 2,000 
square metre uplift. In some cases, there may be no uplift at all; for example, in a scenario 
where an existing vacant building of 8,000 square metres is subject to a development proposal 
for 6,000 square metres of residential floorspace and 6,000 square metres of commercial 
floorspace, no uplift in residential floorspace would be generated at all that would be required 
to provide affordable housing contributions. 

Source Data: 

The GLA analysis used London Development Database data for planning approvals for the 
financial year 2017/18 that provided 10 or more homes.6 The analysis excluded all 
developments for which there was no robust existing floorspace figures.7 This resulted in a 
sample size of 182 schemes. The proposed residential floorspace for each scheme was 
estimated using floorspace assumptions based on ‘Table 3.1 Minimum internal space standards 
for new dwellings’ in the draft London Plan.8 An additional 20 per cent of residential floorspace 
was added to each scheme as this reflects a typical gross-to-net efficiency ratio.  

Vacant Building Credit Application 

The analysis calculated an uplift in residential floorspace for each scheme by deducting the 
existing floorspace from the modelled proposed residential floorspace. Table 1 shows the total 
proposed residential floorspace, the total existing non-residential floorspace and the total uplift 
in residential floorspace of all 182 schemes in the analysis. Where the residential uplift on an 
individual scheme resulted in a negative figure, the uplift was adjusted to zero. 

 

 

                                                 
5 MHCLG, PPG: Paragraph: 022, Reference ID: 23b-022-20160519, Revision date: 19 05 2016  
6 The analysis was limited to schemes providing 10 or more homes as that is the trigger for affordable housing 
requirements.  
77 It should be noted that the analysis relied on schemes where the local planning authority had entered existing 
floorspace figures. Further schemes may have been excluded that would have met the qualification criteria for the 
following reasons: The site was cleared a number of years previously, the structures on site are sufficiently derelict 
that no meaningful floorspace can be calculated, the floorspace is below 1,000 sqm so entry onto the LDD is not 
required, the floorspace is on another application so is not recorded on this application to avoid double counting. 
This notwithstanding, the sample of 182 schemes is considered sufficiently large to produce a robust analysis.  
8 1b2p = 50sqm, 2b4p = 70sqm, 3b5p = 93sqm, 4b7p = 115sqm 
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Table 1: Proposed and existing floorspace of 182 schemes.  

Total proposed residential 
floorspace (sqm) 

Total existing 
floorspace (sqm) 

Total uplift in residential 
floorspace (sqm) 

1,481,515  1,243,912  903,010  

 

Application of Policy H59, making no allowance for the VBC, would generate a requirement for 
518,530 square metres of affordable housing to be provided out of a total of 1,481,515 square 
metres of housing. This is 35 per cent of the total proposed housing. 

In the event the VBC were applied to all schemes with existing floorspace, application of Policy 
H5 would generate a requirement for only 316,054 square metres of affordable housing to be 
provided out of a total of 1,481,515 square metres of housing. This is 21 per cent of the total 
proposed housing.  

The average impact of the VBC in a worst-case scenario is, therefore, to reduce affordable 
housing requirements by 14 per cent (from 35 per cent to 21 per cent). Assuming 35 per cent 
of annual affordable housing supply is delivered through planning contributions, the annual 
affordable housing supply delivered through planning contributions be reduced from 22,727 
(35 per cent of the total annual housing requirement) to 13,636 (21 per cent of the total 
annual housing supply. This is 9,090 fewer affordable homes per year. 
 
 

                                                 
9 For the purpose of this analysis it was assumed the schemes would not trigger the requirement for 50 per cent 
affordable housing that is applicable to public sector land and some industrial land appropriate for residential use. 


