
BARTON WILLMORE GUIDANCE NOTE

STRIKING THE RIGHT  
BALANCE TO  
DEMONSTRATE  
DELIVERABILITY & VIABILITY

Plans must set out future needs and opportunities 
for sustainable housing, the economy, community 
facilities and infrastructure development for the next 
15 years, reflecting the vision and aspirations of local 
communities. With so many variables they are never 
going to be simple for planning authorities to produce. 
This coupled with the requirement for a robust 
evidence-based approach from the National Planning 
Policy Framework (NPPF), and you have a challenge on 
your hands in obtaining a rubber stamp of approval.

During the summer, the Planning Inspectorate 
published a Post-Hearing Letter to the North Essex 
Authorities (NEAs) following the recent Joint Strategic 
Plan Examination, developed by North Essex Garden 
Communities Ltd - a joint venture between Essex 
County Council and the NEAs of Braintree, Colchester 
and Tendring.

Key changes are as follows:

• The NEA Plan sought to provide a framework for the 
development of three new Garden Communities, 
which will collectively deliver some c.43,000 new 
homes together with major supporting infrastructure 
improvements in and around existing urban areas 
and the Garden Communities. Certainly, a laudable 
and ambitious proposal, but unfortunately the 
Inspector, Roger Clews, found the Joint Strategic 
Plan in part to be unsound.

In his review, the Inspector stressed this was not a 
rejection of plans to deliver three new settlements, but 
merely a questioning of the evidence base relied upon 
and it is this that our Development Economics team has 
sought to review to see what lessons could be learnt for 
wider new settlement propositions, specifically around 
the issues of viability and deliverability.

bartonwillmore.co.uk

The Story in Short

• The approach adopted to assess the economics of the 
proposal was queried; more specifically the capture 
and inclusion of infrastructure costs that would 
reasonably be incurred if the scheme(s) were to be 
successfully promoted and delivered, including the 
timing and funding of these aspects;

• The Inspector also questioned the viability 
assessment commissioned by the NEAs, and 
whether 30% affordable housing at each of the 
Garden Communities was demonstrated as being 
deliverable. He added that further work was 
necessary to correct this, before a realistic decision 
on the Plan’s ‘soundness’ would be possible;

• He concluded that significant further work was 
needed on the evidence base if the NEAs were to 
demonstrate that the proposals are properly justified 
and realistically developable.

The Detail

The premise of Garden Towns dates back to Ebenezer 
Howard’s late 19th century proposition, offering 
a greener, healthier alternative to urban slums. 
Today they are often described as a “holistically 
planned development which enhances the natural 
environment, tackles climate change and provides 
high-quality housing and locally accessible jobs”. As 
such, their success is highly dependent upon their 
accessibility and the delivery of sustainable transport 
infrastructure, and it was with this area in particular 
the Inspector found fault within the NSE Joint 
Strategic Plan:

THE PREMISE OF LOCAL PLANS ACROSS ALL LOCAL 
AUTHORITIES IS TO SET OUT THE LONG-TERM 
DEVELOPMENT STRATEGY FOR AN AREA; ONE WHICH 
STRIKES A BALANCE BETWEEN DEMONSTRATING 
DELIVERABILITY AND ENCOURAGING ASPIRATION, VIA A 
DETAILED APPROACH AND A STRATEGIC ASSESSMENT.



Whilst every effort has been 
made to ensure the accuracy 
of the information contained 
within this publication, no 
warranty, expressed or implied, 
is given that the information is 
complete or accurate nor that it 
is fit for a particular purpose. All 
such warranties are expressly 
disclaimed and excluded. Any 
opinions, recommendations 
or interpretation provided are 
not necessarily the current 
opinions, recommendations or 
interpretation of the contributors 
and may be changed at any time.

Neither Barton Willmore nor any 
representative, agent or employee 
nor any connected company or 
party shall be liable to a user of 
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this publication or to any third 
party for any loss or injury arising 
out of the information or any 
actions taken or not taken in 
response to any information or a 
user’s use of (or inability to use) 
this publication. The recipient is 
obliged to inform any subsequent 
recipient of such terms.

This guidance note was printed 
on paper using fibre sourced from 
sustainable plantation wood from 
suppliers who practice sustainable 
management of forests in line 
with strict international standards. 
Pulp used in it’s manufacture 
is also Elemental Chlorine Free 
(ECF).
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• Rapid Transit System: New homes, jobs, retail and 
leisure facilities are envisaged as being serviced 
by new and upgraded infrastructure, and at a 
fundamental level a proposed Rapid Transit System 
(RTS) is an integral part of the Garden Community 
principles. The Inspector noted that the work 
and studies undertaken on the viability of this 
proposition were very high-level. Although studies 
had assessed demand and outlined route options 
alongside a range of costs for an extensive network 
linking the three Garden Communites to Colchester, 
Braintree and Stansted, there was no feasibility 
study to investigate whether such a network 
could be delivered on the ground. It also made no 
recommendation as to which of the modal options 
(bus, guided bus, tram etc.) should be taken forward, 
nor did it identify a timescale for delivery.

“The cost of the RTS, even in broad terms, cannot 
be determined until these decisions have been 
made to inform, both in practical and financial 
terms, whether an RTS could be delivered on the 
ground.”

• Trunk Roads: The Inspector highlighted that the 
proposed plan (Policy SP5) included two major trunk 
road schemes in its list of strategic infrastructure 
priorities, and whilst one of the schemes was 
identified to receive funding, the other would not be 
considered for funding until 2019. Furthermore, as 
no funding provision had been taken into account 
in the preparation of the viability assessment this 
presented further uncertainty. In this context, the 
Inspector identified that greater certainty over the 
funding and alignments of the A120 dualling scheme 
and the feasibility and delivery of realignment of the 
widened A12 at Marks Tey would be necessary if the 
plan is to demonstrate that the Garden Community 
proposals are deliverable in full.

• Railway Station: The relocation of an existing 
railway station was reasonably determined to cost 
in the region of £50m, although the submitted 
development appraisal modelled this cost as being 
incurred 30 years into the project programme. 
The Inspector felt that the successful planning 
of the town centre would be heavily reliant upon 
the delivery of the relocated station earlier than 
currently proposed, thereby significantly altering the 
economics of the Joint Strategic Plan further.

• Beyond infrastructure, the Inspector also 
called into question the viability assessment 

commissioned by the NEAs, and more particularly 
whether 30% affordable housing at each of the 
Garden Communities was demonstrated as being 
deliverable. He added that further work was 
necessary to correct the shortcomings identified.

Lessons to be Learnt

What is clear from this thorough review of one of 
our first emerging Joint Spatial Plans is that the 
assessment before the Inspector was conducted at 
a strategic level, appropriate to the relatively early 
stage of evolution of the proposals. Proportionality 
of evidential requirements is now a matter that the 
industry as a whole, including policy makers, must pay 
greater attention to in light of the revised NPPF.

The Inspector set out that: 

“For reliance to be placed on the outcome of the 
assessment, well-founded assumptions need to 
have been made about both the likely costs and 
value of the development, and about the cost 
of acquiring the land. In terms of the costs and 
value, the report makes generally reasonable 
assumptions about development mix and value, and 
about land preparation, construction and utilities 
costs, and developer’s profit. However, it does 
not deal adequately with transport infrastructure 
costs, land purchase and interest or contingency 
allowances.”

These comments send a clear message with regards 
to the ‘root and branch’ approach to the assessment 
of supporting evidence presented at Local Plan 
examination. They highlight the evidence, reports and 
linkages that project teams should be considering in 
support of policy.

Financial models need to be supported with valuation 
rigour and an understanding of the practical linkages 
between assumptions to ensure all the potential 
revenue and costs necessary to support the delivery of 
new settlements are accurately reflected.

There is clearly a balance that needs to be struck 
in relation to the extent and the level of detail to 
support the strategic nature of the plan policy, but we 
believe this is a clear signal to the direction of travel 
in assessing Local Plans, and a response to the shift 
in emphasis within the NPPF/PPG towards the plan- 
making stage and a requirement for a robust approach 
to demonstrate deliverability.


